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Heritage Tourism in Latin America:  

Cultural Routes and the legacy of Simón Bolívar  

in Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela 

 

George Genung McQueen, M.S.C.R.P.; M.A. 
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Supervisor:  Bjørn Sletto 

  Co-Supervisor:  Michael Holleran 

 

Heritage tourism is one of the fastest growing sub-categories of the tourism 

industry, which is arguably the largest industry in the world. When communities and 

regions compete for a greater share of the heritage tourism market, the authenticity and 

integrity of a heritage can be compromised by the way it is represented. One way to 

represent heritage is a “cultural route,” which has recently been added to definition of 

“cultural heritage” in the UNESCO World Heritage Convention. The interpretation of a 

“cultural route,” however, continues to evolve, especially in Latin America. 

In anticipation of the bicentennial celebration of independence from Spain, two 

cultural routes were separately inaugurated in 2009: the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador 

and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia. After providing an overview of 

the historical, political and cultural contexts that surround these routes, this paper draws 

upon a website content analysis to explores how national identity, cultural heritage and 
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the legacy of Simón Bolívar are represented by the governments of Colombia, Ecuador 

and Venezuela.  

These observations and analyses show that while both routes represent a shared 

heritage, the differences in their representations straddle the definitions of “authenticity” 

and “cultural heritage,” as the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia is a “cultural route” and the 

Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela is a “cultural tourism route.” However, 

when considered together, the Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora are a cultural 

route that more accurately represents a crucial moment in Latin American history: the 

liberation of South America from Spain, led by Simón Bolívar, “El Libertador.”  
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Introduction 

HOW THIS TOPIC CHOSE ME 

In August of 2009 I took advantage of the opportunity of being in Venezuela to 

purchase a Spanish-edition copy of the novel The General in His Labyrinth, even though 

it was written 20 years earlier by a Colombian—Gabriel García Márquez. To be honest I 

was more interested in the novel’s  Nobel-laureate author than the novel’s topic, which is 

a historical-fiction biography of the final journey of Simón Bolívar—a man who led an 

independence movement from Spain, liberating five nations and paving the way for the 

independence of much of Latin America as well. For this, Simón Bolívar would be 

immortalized as “El Libertador” (“The Liberator”).  

That same day I purchased a Venezuelan newspaper where, coincidentally, I 

found an article in the travel section announcing the inauguration of a new tourist route 

between Venezuela and Ecuador called the “Ruta del Libertador” (“Route of the 

Liberator”). The article explained that the Ministry of Tourism in Ecuador and the 

Ministry of Tourism in Venezuela had been working collaboratively to establish the Ruta 

del Libertador in effort to revive an authentic memory of “the footsteps of The 

Liberator,” but only in Ecuador and Venezuela (R Carreño 2009). 

Recalling that Ecuador and Venezuela do not share a common border, I was 

curious how the Ruta del Libertador would function as an international tourism route. 

The conspicuous gap between the Venezuelan and Ecuadorian segments of the route was 

occupied by their neighboring country, Colombia. Researching the origins of this new 

route between Ecuador and Venezuela, I found an article with very similar language, 

published the same month, but by the Colombian Ministry of Commerce, Industry and 

Tourism. This article announced the “Ruta Libertadora,” (“Liberator Route”), which was 
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established to “promote the places where the Liberator Simón Bolívar passed,” but only 

in Colombia (Comercio 3 2009; Ruta 2a). 

 

HOW I CHOSE THIS TOPIC 

I was vaguely aware that, with the year 2010 approaching, several countries in 

Latin America would be celebrating the bicentennial of independence from Spain, but it 

would take months before I would fully appreciate how significant this bicentennial was 

to Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela. These “routes”—the Ruta del Libertador in 

Ecuador and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia—appear to be a 

concerted effort on behalf of their respective governments to embrace the nationalistic 

fervor of the bicentennial celebrations. The more I learned about this event, however, the 

more curious I became about certain discrepancies in its representation.  

First, the year 2010 only represented the beginning of the independence struggle 

led by Simón Bolívar; independence would only begin to be achieved starting in 1819, 

meaning 2019 will be a more accurate bicentennial of independence. Second, under the 

colonial rule of the Spanish, the countries that are now Colombia, Ecuador and 

Venezuela were part of the viceroyalty of Nueva Granada, and when this region gained 

independence it would be called Gran Colombia. In other words, all three countries were 

“liberated” as one country. Only a decade later would these countries separate and form 

the Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela we know today. Therefore, these two routes were 

not only commemorating the same historical figure—Simón Bolívar—but appeared to be 

celebrating the same historical moment—the independence movement—which all three 

countries shared. 

To investigate the topic further I traveled to many of the sites along both the Ruta 

del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia 
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between May and August of 2010. Coincidentally, I was in Quito the week Ecuador’s 

National Institute of Cultural Heritage (INPC) hosted a symposium on Cultural Routes. 

This week-long symposium greatly expanded my understanding of “cultural routes” as a 

unique type of cultural heritage (Cultura 1b). The presentations and discussions also 

aided my research as I investigated these two examples of cultural routes. During the 

same period, I also participated in an internship with the United States office of the 

International Council on Monuments and Sites (US/ICOMOS). This experience enabled 

me to meet a number of professionals and scholars in Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela, 

several of whom where members of the ICOMOS Scientific Committee on Cultural 

Routes (ICOMOS-CIIC).   

As part of my internship with US/ICOMOS, I visited Washington D.C. in late 

August 2010 to report on my project, which also allowed some free time for sightseeing. 

Having spent several years studying, traveling and living in different countries in Latin 

America, I felt compelled to include the offices of the Organization of American States 

on my list of places to visit. After having spent the previous three months visiting sites 

dedicated to Simón Bolívar and the liberation movement throughout Colombia, Ecuador 

and Venezuela, this urge to visit the Organization of American States was rewarded with 

yet another symbolic coincidence. As I walked the grounds, I could not help but notice 

that four of the most prominently placed sculptures were figures of none other than 

Simón Bolívar.  

In the year after I purchased that copy of The General in His Labyrinth, I found 

myself following multiple clues down multiple paths, or routes, that all told the story of a 

man who died some 180 years ago. Considering the story of Simón Bolívar is significant 

to many people and many places, and his story has been told by many people in many 

places, this investigation does not attempt to offer a new interpretation of his life or 
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historical significance. Instead, this report attempts to analyze contemporary 

representations of Simón Bolívar through the lenses of international cultural heritage 

preservation and cultural heritage tourism.   

 

CENTRAL ISSUES 

This investigation addresses two central issues: one, the typology of “cultural 

routes,” and two, how “cultural heritage” can be used to promote national identity and 

economic development. The concept of a “cultural route” as a type of heritage is 

relatively new; there is an on-going debate as to what constitutes an authentic route. 

Heritage as a form of national identity is a widely accepted concept, but how heritage is 

represented and whose heritage should be represented is continually debated, especially 

when political and/or economic interests are at stake. Heritage tourism has become an 

increasingly popular economic development tool throughout the world, and especially 

among developing countries. However, the increase in demand for heritage tourism 

destinations throughout the world has affected the way such destinations are represented. 

Many heritage tourism destinations come under increased pressure and scrutiny to be 

“authentic” representations of a given heritage, while others get away with “staged 

authenticity” (MacCannell 1973, MacCannell 1999, 98). In other words, some 

destinations exhibit a heritage that is created because they would otherwise be missing 

out on economic opportunity if they waited for that heritage to be discovered. This paper 

uses two examples of cultural heritage tourism and cultural heritage routes, the Ruta del 

Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela, and Ruta Libertadora in Colombia, to represent 

the intersection of these two ongoing debates.  

In recent decades, tourism has become one of the largest industries in the world 

(UNWTO 2011a). Just as with any other industry, there is competition for a share of the 
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market. On an international level, regions and countries compete, directly or indirectly, 

with one another for potential tourists. One of the fastest growing markets within the 

tourism industry is cultural heritage tourism; that is, more and more people are choosing 

destinations that provide a cultural experience, on some level. One way of experiencing 

cultural heritage is to visit sites or travel along a cultural route. 

To clarify, the concept of heritage is divided into two sub-categories: natural and 

cultural. Ecuador, for example, has a few of its heritage resources listed on the UNESCO 

World Heritage List; among those, the Galapagos Islands represent natural heritage and 

the historic center of Quito represents cultural heritage. As a profession and academic 

field of study, historic preservation often deals with the many ways in which cultural 

heritage is represented, which is also divided into two sub-categories: tangible heritage 

(monuments like the Great Wall in China, the Pyramids of Giza in Egypt and the ruins of 

Machu Picchu in Perú), and intangible heritage (language, legends, myths, music or 

folklore) (Pernaut 2001). On an international level, the recognition of cultural routes as a 

form of cultural heritage is relatively recent and can be traced back to the inscription of 

the Route of Santiago de Compostela, Spain, inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage 

List in 1993. This route, and other routes since, demonstrates how cultural routes are one 

of the few forms of cultural heritage that can represent either or both tangible and 

intangible heritage (UNESCO 1993). 

 

SPECIFIC ISSUE 

The Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in 

Colombia appear to be two cultural routes representing one heritage. However, further 

investigation reveals this continues to only be partially true, as the routes emerge as two 

distinct types of routes with two distinct perspectives on a shared heritage.  
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The Ruta del Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora reflect what research has 

shown to be an increasing trend to use cultural heritage to promote national identity and 

economic development (UNWTO 2011a). When countries have competing political 

views but share a common cultural heritage, there is a risk of that cultural heritage being 

distorted or even destroyed. Also, when countries compete for a market share in the 

international tourism industry by promoting cultural heritage, the way cultural heritage is 

represented can be manipulated to attract more tourists. The Ruta del Libertador in 

Ecuador and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia embrace a form of 

cultural heritage that appears to serve both political and economic purposes.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY 

This investigation addresses four principal research questions: What type of 

cultural heritage do the Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora represent? Is the 

heritage represented by the Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora being manipulated 

to pursue a political or economic agenda? More specifically, are there any instances 

where the heritage is misrepresented in the websites used to promote the Ruta del 

Libertador and Ruta Libertadora? And finally, what are the perceived purposes of the 

Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora, based on their representations through their 

official websites? 

These questions are addressed through field observations, through collection and 

review of material published by tourism and heritage agencies, and through comparative 

and content analysis of websites. The field observations, which were recorded by 

documenting and photographing my many experiences and impressions while traveling 

through Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela, provide a qualitative perspective. The 

materials gathered from sites along the routes provided the contexts and interpretations of 
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this heritage in the different settings among the three countries. Interviews with 

government officials working on the routes informed the rationale for the creation of 

these routes in their given contexts. The website analysis is both a quantitative and 

qualitative analysis and comparison of the visual and verbal content used to promote the 

Ruta del Libertador by the ministries of tourism in Ecuador in Venezuela and the Ruta 

Libertadora by the Ministry of Culture in Colombia. I discuss these methods in greater 

depth in later chapters. In chapter four, I review the website analysis methods. In chapter 

five, I discuss the findings in a broader context. I do this to underscore the distinction 

between the variety of methods and the different data and knowledge they provided, and 

to more clearly show how the different methods contributed to the analysis in each 

chapter. 

  

CHAPTER OVERVIEW  

In Chapter One, I discuss and define key concepts such as “heritage” and “cultural 

routes” as they are understood in the international historic preservation community. I then 

analyze those concepts in the context of the emerging industry of “cultural heritage 

tourism” and discuss the different types of representations and interpretations that emerge 

through the development of “cultural heritage routes.” Chapter Two is a summary of the 

life of Simón Bolívar. Understanding the sequence of events in his life is essential for 

comparing and critiquing the variety of interpretations of Bolívar as a historical person, 

icon and myth, and how these different interpretations are reflected in cultural heritage 

planning and representations. Chapter Three describes the two case studies of this report, 

the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in 

Colombia. This chapter describes the routes’ origins, locations, meanings and contexts. 

Chapter Four analyzes the websites dedicated to promoting the different routes. The Ruta 
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del Libertador website is hosted by the Venezuelan Ministry of Tourism on behalf of 

both Ecuador and Venezuela. The Ruta Libertadora website is hosted by the Colombian 

Ministry of Culture. Juxtaposing these two websites allows for a comparison of the way 

the routes are represented rhetorically, both visually and verbally. Chapter Five discusses 

the themes proposed in the previous chapters, particularly the way the Ruta del 

Libertador and Ruta Libertadora represent the concepts of “cultural routes” in the 

context of contemporary politics and economic development initiatives.  
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Chapter One: Cultural Heritage and Tourism Routes  

The purpose of this chapter is to define “heritage” and describe the difference 

between a “heritage route” and a “tourist route.” In order to make that distinction, this 

chapter also establishes working definitions of historic preservation-related terms and 

concepts used throughout this discussion. These definitions—while based on their usage 

in academic and professional literature—are not necessarily comprehensive, as the terms 

and concepts vary in meaning geographically, and especially when translated from one 

language to another. This chapter also discusses the challenge of translating the meaning 

of concepts between regions and languages, especially from the Spanish-speaking world 

to the English-speaking world. For example, in Spanish, the word “patrimonio” is 

preferred for communicating about “heritage” instead of the more direct translation of 

“herencia.” More concrete concepts such as “route” and “trail” can also mean different 

things depending on the context of their usage. Even very technical terms such as 

“preservation” and “conservation” have different meanings, even more so when used in 

different languages.   

International organizations have been established, in part, to address these 

interpretive discrepancies. For example, the International Council on Monuments and 

Sites (ICOMOS) is a non-governmental organization of conservation professionals that 

serves as the international authority “dedicated to promoting the application of theory, 

methodology, and scientific techniques to the conservation of the architectural and 

archaeological heritage” (ICOMOS 2011). ICOMOS emerged from the Venice Charter of 

1964 (which itself was born out of the Athens Charter of 1931), when it was established 

as one of the advisory bodies to the United Nations Cultural and Scientific Organization 

(UNESCO). Another organization that advises UNESCO on all things related to cultural 
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heritage is the International Center for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of 

Cultural Property (ICCROM). 

Eight years after its founding, ICOMOS advisors drafted the document that 

became the World Heritage Convention (WHC), which was adopted by UNESCO in 

1972. The WHC contains all the definitions and requirements necessary to inscribe sites 

on to the UNESCO World Heritage List, which is a list of natural and cultural heritage 

sites that are considered to have “outstanding universal value” (ICOMOS 2011). Today, 

the language in the World Heritage Convention is continuously challenged to provide 

universal meaning to different places and people. For example, in terms of documentation 

and interpretation on an international level, the concept of a “cultural route” is relatively 

new, having been added to the list of heritage typologies recognized by UNESCO in 

1995 (UNESCO 1995). Considering this paper focuses on two different types of cultural 

routes that are used to represent a very similar heritage, it is important to explore the 

intended and implied meanings behind the concept of a “cultural route.” However, the 

difference between a “cultural route” and a “cultural tourism route” continues to be 

debated within the international historic preservation community. Also, because this issue 

is the subject of international, multi-lingual discussions, it is important to explain the 

discrepancies and limitations of such translations.  

 

CULTURAL HERITAGE 

Heritage is a plastic term that is applied both broadly and specifically. And much 

like defining art or beauty, the interpretation of heritage is often in the eye of the beholder 

(Aplin 2002; Herbert 1989, 10). The Oxford English Dictionary tells us that heritage is a 

“property, and especially land, which devolves by right of inheritance” (Heritage). This 

definition places the etymologic origin in the idea of “inheritance”—something from the 
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past that somehow belongs to the present. Tangible inheritance is very easy to imagine 

being passed from one generation to the next, such as land or money. Intangible 

inheritance, however, takes a little more imagination; traditions, languages or national 

identity can also be considered an equally valuable form of inheritance (Hewison 1989, 

15). Within this inheritance-focused definition, there is also an element of entitlement: 

instead of saying heritage is “something from the past that connects to the present,” there 

is a tendency to prefer saying heritage is “something from the past that belongs to the 

present.” Avoiding the classic response, ‘I don’t know how to define it, but I know it 

when I see it’ (Aplin 2002; Hewison 1989, 13, 7, 15; Howard 2003), this paper uses a 

very basic definition of heritage: something—tangible or intangible—that connects us to 

our past. 

Understanding heritage as a type of inheritance is also an important exercise 

because the idea of inheritance ascribes some kind of value to the past. That value may or 

may not be as tangible or intangible as the original form of heritage. In the case of 

heritage with a tangible value, that heritage may be considered a resource that may be 

cultivated and commodified (Castañeda 2009, 280). Indeed, it is understood that what 

people value about the past can define a place, a people or a culture. Therefore it is 

important not only to understand how a global community of historic preservation 

authorities defines heritage, but also to consider how a region or a specific place defines 

heritage, and then compare differences in those definitions. 
  

International Definitions of Cultural Heritage 

The official definitions for the preservation of cultural resources that are most 

widely accepted internationally are those developed by the World Heritage Convention of 

1972. These definitions were written by the International Council on Monuments and 
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Sites (ICOMOS) and adopted by the United Nations, Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO). This convention established criteria and standards that 

members of the United Nations should adhere to when investigating, preserving and 

promoting “world” heritage. Both natural and cultural heritage are given very clear 

definitions, and their significance is weighed as “outstanding universal value.” For 

example, the most basic definition reduces cultural heritage to monuments, buildings and 

sites. The World Heritage Convention uses very broad language to define “cultural 

heritage:”  
 

Article 1- For the purpose of this Convention, the following shall be 
considered as "cultural heritage": 

monuments: architectural works, works of monumental sculpture and 
painting, elements or structures of an archaeological nature, inscriptions, 
cave dwellings and combinations of features, which are of outstanding 
universal value from the point of view of history, art or science; 

groups of buildings: groups of separate or connected buildings which, 
because of their architecture, their homogeneity or their place in the 
landscape, are of outstanding universal value from the point of view of 
history, art or science; 

sites: works of man or the combined works of nature and man, and areas 
including archaeological sites which are of outstanding universal value. 
(UNESCO 1972) 

 

As of June 2010, there are 704 “cultural properties” on the World Heritage List that fit 

this description in the 151 countries that have ratified the World Heritage Convention 

(UNESCO 2011). Each year, UNESCO holds a convention for officials of 187 member 

countries to submit and review applications to the World Heritage List. A single 

nomination to the World Heritage List is the culmination of years of work, and relatively 

few of the nominations are approved.   



 

 13 

Despite the competition and prestige associated with a World Heritage 

Nomination, inscription on to the World Heritage List can be viewed as a toothless tiger, 

since being on the World Heritage List does not provide any legal protection at the 

international level. However, given the elevated status a World Heritage inscription 

brings to a site, and the high likelihood of an increase in tourist visitation and scrutiny by 

the international community, the World Heritage List is an enforcement tool in itself. 

Perhaps anticipating the rhetorical leverage it would have, the World Heritage 

Convention (WHC) included a key clause in section 11.4, giving UNESCO its only real 

power over how sites are cared for and managed:  “The Committee may at any time, in 

case of urgent need, make a new entry in the List of World Heritage in Danger and 

publicize such entry immediately” (UNESCO 1972). In other words, the threat of being 

considered “in danger” or being removed from the list is an inducement to ensure host 

countries remain good stewards of world heritage. 

There are several World Heritage Sites in Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela, 

including the historic cities of Coro in Venezuela, Cartagena in Colombia and Cuenca in 

Ecuador. Being recognized as embodying heritage of “outstanding and universal value” is 

worn as a badge of honor by these places. In the cases of Coro, Cartagena and Cuenca, 

almost all materials produced by local and national governments, and tourism-related 

businesses, mention their inclusion on the World Heritage List. The same can be said for 

the historic center of Quito, and the campus of the Universidad Central de Venezuela, 

which are both on the World Heritage List as well. The designation of “outstanding and 

universal value” becomes a very marketable commodity (Hewison 1989, 22). As regions 

and nations compete for a market share of the tourism industry, inscription to the World 

Heritage List has become a coveted sign of credibility, significance and value, and the 
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criteria for inscription are often challenged and criticized for this tendency to shift the 

value of heritage from a resource to a commodity.  
 

History is gradually being bent into something called Heritage, whose 
commodity values run from tea towels to the country house. My criticism 
is not simply that it is largely focused on an idealized past whose social 
values are those of an earlier age of privilege and exploitation that it 
serves to preserve and bring forward into the present. My objection is that 
Heritage is gradually effacing History, but substituting an image of the 
past for its reality.”(Hewison 1989, 21)  

 

Hewison’s objection to the concept of ‘world heritage’ is one of the critical challenges of 

historic preservation: how to identify a cultural resource as heritage without 

compromising authenticity and integrity. Indeed, the definitions of “context” and 

“integrity” are also debated among historic preservation practitioners and scholars, but 

the definitions generally point towards maintaining legitimacy, credibility and accuracy, 

which also depend on another debated concept: “authenticity.” Though many scholars 

discuss authenticity in its varying contexts, Dean MacCannell’s definitions of 

authenticity continue to be the foundation for the discussion in the context of tourism. As 

published in early essays and his 1976 book The Tourist, MacCannell recognized the 

tension between heritage preservation and heritage production because of in inherent 

tendency to create a “staged authenticity,” which can also be understood as the 

commodification of heritage (MacCannell 1973, MacCannell 1999, 91-107).     

 

The Commodification of Heritage 

The tendency to commodify heritage as a form of tourism is a controversial 

approach to preservation because the true value of that heritage may not be completely 

understood, especially to the beneficiaries and benefactors. To state it bluntly, as Kevin 
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Lynch does in his early contribution to historic preservation, What Time is this Place? 

“The history enshrined in museums is chosen and interpreted by those who give the 

dollars” (K Lynch 1972, 30). By declaring something heritage, communities can 

unwittingly perpetuate the injustices of the past they are trying to preserve. For example, 

World Heritage sites such as the aforementioned historic cities of Cartagena, Coro and 

Cuenca are lauded as “outstanding” examples of heritage because the physical integrity 

of the structures reflects the colonial period; and deservedly so. Indeed, these sites, along 

with myriad other colonial World Heritage sites, represent a significant moment in 

history, both culturally and aesthetically; however these same well preserved colonial 

districts and structures also embody a cruel and unjust colonial history that is easily 

overlooked (Harrison 2005, 6; K Lynch 1972, 28; Rojas 1999, 47). 

This is problematic on many levels because the title of “heritage” not only favors 

the dominant powers of the past, but what is considered heritage today is also influenced 

by economics and politics. In his contribution to the book The Politics of World Heritage, 

David Harrison strongly criticizes the tendency, suggesting the World Heritage 

nomination process does in fact perpetuate the hierarchies of dominance: 
 

[That which] is defined as heritage is linked to power: the power to 
impose a view of the world, especially of the past, on others. Perceptions 
of the past are closely linked to present hierarchies, and the voices of those 
at the top are often the most likely to prevail. (Harrison 2005, 7) 

 

The preservation of heritage that represents dominant regimes is, perhaps, the most 

difficult effort to reconcile, or even justify, in countries emerging through imperial 

conquest such as Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela. There are, however, instances 

where the preservation of world heritage does not favor the dominant regime. Harrison 

uses a very poignant example of how the value of heritage may or may not benefit a 
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given regime: “The achievements of vanquished peoples are rarely accorded the luxury of 

heritage status, and Robben Island, for instance, would never have been nominated for 

World Heritage Listing by a white government in South Africa” (Harrison 2005, 5). The 

German Nazi Concentration and Extermination Camps of Auschwitz in Poland 

(UNESCO 1979) are probably the most extreme example of World Heritage sites that 

commemorate genocide and other acts of state violence. The fact that both Auschwitz and 

Robben Island (UNESCO 1999) are on the World Heritage List gives credence to the 

idea that the preservation of cultural heritage can transcend political movements, 

economic trends and historic disparities, giving future generations something to 

meaningful inherit.  

By definition, the concept of “world heritage” is meant to embody an inheritance 

that transcends international political boundaries and movements. In this context, the 

efforts of Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela to commemorate their heritage as the source 

of the independence movement that led to the “liberation” of much of Latin America 

indeed transcends contemporary political boundaries and movements. More specifically, 

both the recently inaugurated Ruta del Libertador between Ecuador and Venezuela, and 

Ruta Libertadora in Colombia, commemorate a heritage that is not only directly shared 

by these three countries, but indirectly shared by much of Latin America. In fact, 2010 

represents the bicentennial of the independence movement for many Latin American 

countries, including Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico and Venezuela. And 

more broadly, the movement initiated by Bolívar can also be considered a form of world 

heritage, since it is representative of global struggles for post-colonial liberation. 
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CULTURAL ROUTES  

In terms of its application as a concept and typology used for the conservation of 

cultural heritage, a “cultural route” is a relatively new term. Just as the definition of 

“heritage” depends on its context, so does the definition of “cultural route,” especially 

since it is considered a sub-category of the broader definition of heritage. In an effort to 

improve the way ICOMOS adopts and implements the international conventions on the 

conservation and enhancement of architectural heritage, a series of committees are 

assigned to advance the knowledge of a given subject. Among the more than 20 

committees dedicated to specific topics concerned with the conservation of monuments 

and sites is the Committee on Cultural Routes (CIIC). Formed in 1994 after the Route of 

Santiago de Compostela, Spain was inscribed to the World Heritage List, the purpose of 

the CIIC is to explore and clarify the meaning and significance of heritage “based on 

population movements, encounters and dialogue, and the exchange among and cross-

fertilization of cultures in time and space” (ICOMOS-CIIC). The ICOMOS-CIIC 

definition of a “cultural route” would eventually be added to the World Heritage 

Convention as an official type of cultural heritage (ICOMOS 2004). The definition is 

included in original proposal submitted to the UNESCO World Heritage conference in 

Berlin, Germany in 1995:    
 

A heritage route is composed of tangible elements of which the cultural 
significance comes from exchanges and a multi-dimensional dialogue 
across countries or regions, and that illustrate the interaction of movement, 
along the route, in space and time. (UNESCO 1995) 

 

Since this definition was proposed in 1994 there have been several additional conferences 

and publications sponsored by the members of the ICOMOS-CIIC to clarify the meaning 

of the concept of a “cultural route,” including meetings on “The Intangible Heritage and 
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Other Aspects of Cultural Routes” in Pamplona, Spain in 2001 and the “Identification, 

Promotion and Inventory of Cultural Routes” in Ferrol, Spain in 2004. The CIIC 

committee also held meetings and presented papers at the ICOMOS General Assembly 

Meetings in Victoria Fall, Zimbabwe in 2003 and in Xi’an, China in 2005.  

 One of the results of these many meetings has been the refinement of the 

definition of a cultural route: a “cultural route” is now defined as something that is 

“discovered” in original place, as opposed to a “cultural tourism route,” which is 

something that is “created” for exploration (A Carreño 2003). In other words, a “cultural 

route” is more concerned with preserving the integrity of a heritage in its original context, 

whereas a “cultural tourism route” is more concerned with preserving the interpretation 

of a heritage, regardless of its context. However, is seems plausible that a “cultural 

tourism route” can also be part of a “cultural route.” This distinction between a “cultural 

route” and a “cultural tourism route,” however, is clearer in other languages, such as 

French and Spanish, which—when translated—are expressed as “cultural itinerary” and 

“cultural route,” respectively.  

 In Spanish and French, the concept of a “cultural itinerary” is what is called a 

“cultural route” in English; and what is considered a “cultural route” in Spanish and 

French is actually a “cultural tourism route” in English. This is demonstrated more 

concretely in the mere title of the committee: the meaning of “CIIC” changes when 

translated between languages of Germanic and Latin origin; in Spanish it means “Comité 

Internacional de Itinerarios Culturales,” in French it means “Comité International des 

Itinéraires Culturels;” however in English “CIIC” means “International Committee on 

Cultural Routes.” The name of the committee and the subsequent acronym “CIIC” can be 

attributed to the origins of the first committee members. Early members of the ICOMOS-

CIIC were mostly from Spain and France because the Route of Santiago de 
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Compostela—spanning parts of France and Spain—was the first “cultural route” 

inscribed to UNESCO World Heritage List. When translated to English, however, the 

notion that an “itinerary” is more authentic and permanent than a “route” is difficult to 

accept, as “itinerary” is a term is more frequently used as a tourism-related expression 

than one related to heritage preservation. 
  

Cultural Routes symposium in Quito, June 2010 

This distinction between the Spanish language “itinerario” and “ruta” was 

partially contradicted when Ecuador’s National Institute of Cultural Heritage1 (INPC) 

hosted a symposium between June 28 and July 1, 2010 called the “XVII Coloquio del 

Seminario de Estudio y Conservación del Patrimonio Cultural: Rutas Culturales”2

 

. 

Through the presentations and proceedings of the symposium, however, the more 

accepted ICOMOS-CIIC definition between “itinerario” and “ruta” was clarified and 

upheld. Figure 1.1, below, shows the cover page to the symposium program, which uses 

the term “ruta” instead of “itinerario.” 

                                                 
1 Instituto Nacional de Patrimonio Cultural; Translated by author.  
2 “XVII Colloquium on the Study and Conservation of Cultural Heritage: Cultural Routes”; translated by 
author. 
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Figure 1.1 Program from Cultural Routes Symposium 
June 28 to July 1, 2010 in Quito Ecuador (photo by author). 
 

This symposium was co-sponsored by the Institute of Esthetic Investigations at 

the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM)3

Though there was no scheduled discussion of cultural routes specifically related 

to either country’s independence, the topic of independence was a frequent and common 

. The guest speakers, of which 

half were from Mexico and half from Ecuador, spoke on a range of topics and themes 

shared by both countries, including cultural routes related to pre-Colombian civilizations, 

the process of Spanish conquest and colonization, and the routes of German explorer 

Alexander Von Humboldt. There were also several presentations whose topics had little 

to do with cultural routes, and there was a missed opportunity to discuss any cultural 

routes that might be connected to the independence movement.   

                                                 
3 El Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas de la Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México; Translated by 
author. 
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theme, especially in the opening and closing ceremonies as both Mexico and Ecuador 

were celebrating the bicentennials of their independence from Spain in 2010. Even 

though their histories are geographically separate, the process of colonization of and 

liberation from Spain were chronologically rather parallel. The fact that both countries 

were celebrating 200 years of independence gave the symposium an added air of 

importance.    

This symposium reiterated some of the key debates and discussions on “cultural 

routes” as nearly every presentation included a discussion on how their topic represented 

the concept of a cultural route. Whether discussing a cultural route of silver mines, 

tequila distilleries, churches or pre-Columbian ruins, the presentations always included 

discussion on the importance of clarifying the concept of what a “cultural route” is and 

how that definition fits a given heritage. Again, since the presentations were given in 

Spanish, the concept of an “itinerario” (cultural route) was juxtaposed with that of a 

“ruta” (cultural tourism route). The “itinerario” was described as a series of places, 

people or things that were historically connected; whereas a “ruta” was described as a 

series of historical places, people or things that may or may not have been historically 

connected, but that are now linked for the purposes of tourism. In general, this 

symposium was a meaningful example of how the concept of the “cultural route” has 

evolved in the decade it has been considered an official type of heritage.  

 

Difficulties of heritage translation 

The symposium also highlighted several other concepts whose meanings can be 

lost in translation between languages of different origin. In Spanish, there are many cases 

where the terms “conservation” is used instead of “preservation.” In Spanish 

“conservación histórica” is more akin to “historic preservation” in English, even though 
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its direct translation is “conservation,” which, in English, generally alludes to the 

protection of natural resources. 

Another subtle linguistic discrepancy is the preference to use the Spanish term for 

“patrimony” where “heritage” would be used in English. In Spanish, “patrimonio 

cultural” is used almost exclusively when referring to “cultural heritage,” although 

“herencia cultural” is a more literal translation from English. Even though its meaning 

has become synonymous with “heritage,” the etymological origins of “patrimony” are 

distinct. The first four letters of “patrimony” emphasize the more “paternal” connections 

to the past. This may reinforce the tendency of former colonies to appear to embrace their 

colonial heritage, or the patriarchal influences of the Catholic Church. Scholars also 

suggest that, in English, “patrimony” is primarily used to represent symbolic value, 

whereas “heritage” is a term that typically reflects legal and proprietary value (Castañeda 

2009, 279). This distinction, however, does not address the discrepancy in translation 

from Spanish to English. During the symposium on cultural routes in Quito, this gap in 

translation was mentioned several times; not only the gap in meaning, but the fact that 

“leading” scholars—regardless of their country of origin—more often have their work 

published in English than Spanish. This was more an observation than a criticism that 

Spanish-speaking scholars are somewhat marginalized in the international conversation—

either because some do not read English, or many Spanish-speaking scholars will not be 

widely read unless they publish in English. 

  

Examples of Cultural Routes 

Since the Route of Santiago de Compostela was accepted onto the UNESCO 

World Heritage List in 1993, and since the subsequent refinement of the definitions of the 

concept of a “cultural route,” several prominent cultural routes have been elevated to 
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World Heritage status. Because of the strict definitions of what can be considered a 

cultural route, and due to the increasingly stringent requirements for any type of heritage 

(natural or cultural) to be inscribed onto the World Heritage list, some of the most 

prominent cultural routes have only made it to the “Tentative List.” The “Tentative List” 

is “an inventory” of cultural resources that each nominating country hopes to have 

considered for inclusion on the World Heritage List in up-coming conventions, where 

they will be judged not only on whether they have “outstanding universal value” but have 

an accompanying management plan for their preservation (UNESCO 2011).  

Table 1, below, provides examples of cultural routes that are listed by the 

UNESCO World Heritage Center. Some have been inscribed onto the World Heritage 

List; others are on the “Tentative List.”  
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Table 1.1 Examples of Cultural Heritage Routes recognized by UNESCO 

Route Name Description 
Route of Santiago de 
Compostela, 
Spain 

“This route from the French-Spanish border was—and still is—taken by 
pilgrims to Santiago de Compostela. Some 1,800 buildings along the 
route, both religious and secular, are of great historic interest. The route 
played a fundamental role in encouraging cultural exchanges between 
the Iberian peninsula and the rest of Europe during the Middle Ages. It 
remains a testimony to the power of the Christian faith among people of 
all social classes and from all over Europe.”  
(UNESCO 1993)  
 

Silk Route (or Silk 
Road), throughout  
Asia and the Middle 
East 

“The Silk Route is a corridor that is stretched mainly east to west and 
has connected all Asian and European civilizations to each other … The 
part which is located in the political geography of Iran is nominated for 
inscription in the World Heritage List (Tentative List). The Silk Route 
is the longest route all around the globe. This corridor has connected 
four civilizations and according to archeological findings, the 
prehistoric human beings resided around most of its spots.” 
(UNESCO 2008) 
 

Camino Real de Tierra 
Adentro (The Royal 
Inland Road), 
Mexico 

“Also known as the Silver Route, the inscribed property consists of 55 
sites and five existing World Heritage sites lying along a 1400 km 
section of this 2600 km route that extends north from Mexico City to 
Texas and New Mexico, United States of America. The route was 
actively used as a trade route for 300 years, from the mid-16th to the 
19th centuries, mainly for transporting silver extracted from the mines 
of Zacatecas, Guanajuato and San Luis Potosí, and mercury imported 
from Europe.”  
(UNESCO 2010a) 
 
Though the official World Heritage designation stops at the US/Mexico 
“El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro National Historic Trail” is listed by 
the United States National Park Service.  
(NPS) 
 

Qhapaq Ñan (Main 
Andean Road), 
Argentina, Bolivia, 
Chile, Colombia, 
Ecuador and Perú  

“Qhapaq Ñan was the backbone of the Inca Empire’s political and 
economic power. The whole network of roads over 23,000 km in length 
connected various production, administrative and ceremonial centers 
constructed over more than 2,000 years of pre-Inca Andean culture.” 
(UNESCO 2010b) 
 
According to technicians working on the nomination in Ecuador and 
Colombia, the route will be nominated to the UNESCO World Heritage 
List in 2012 
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CULTURAL HERITAGE TOURISM 

Cultural and heritage tourism has grown from the curiosity of a few intrepid 

researchers, to the leisure of the world’s wealthy elite, and finally to a burgeoning 

international industry for an increasingly affluent and growing middle class, especially in 

Latin America. As the middle class has grown in Latin America, there are more people 

who have leisure dollars to spend in “recreating” in their own country and region. 

Furthermore, local tourists are more likely to visit year-round instead of in the typical 

seasonal surges of international tourists. This can provide a more sustainable livelihood 

for regional tourism providers (Howard 2003, 125).  

 As a growing international industry, heritage tourism relies on the investment in 

the preservation and interpretation of historical peoples, places, objects and memories. As 

economic benefits related to heritage tourism emerge in a community, there is an 

increased pressure on that community to explore and often exploit those resources. 

According to the United Nations World Tourism Organization, the business volume of 

tourism “equals or even surpasses that of oil exports,  food products or automobiles” 

(UNWTO 2011a). Tourism is also one of the main sources of revenue for many 

developing countries, which find themselves competing to promote a more diverse 

variety of destination types, including cultural heritage sites (World Bank 2011a). 

In the introduction to the anthology Cultural heritage and tourism in the 

developing world: a regional perspective, editors Dallen J. Timothy and Gyan P. 

Nyaupane call cultural heritage tourism “one of the largest, most pervasive, and fastest 

growing sectors of the tourism industry.” They go on to say that this is especially true in 

the developing world, where it is often offered as a mechanism for poverty alleviation 

and economic development (Timothy and Nyaupane 2009, 3). 
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Promoting economic development  

In South America many countries are investing in the potential economic benefits 

of cultural heritage tourism, specifically creating different themes, especially routes, as 

ways to encourage tourists to visit a more diverse range of settings. For example, between 

2007 and 2009, the Ministry of Tourism in Ecuador created several “cultural routes,” 

including the “Ruta del Spondylus,” which follows the coastal region where the 

“spondylus” shell has significant cultural meaning; the “Ruta de la Canela,” which 

connects the cinnamon and spice industry in the Amazon region; the “Ruta al 

Chimborazo,” which leads to the highest peak in Ecuador; the “Ruta al Camino del Inca,” 

which is a network of roads used by the Inca civilization; and the “Ruta del Tren,” which 

is a series of remodeled trains that follow historic tracks (Turismo 1a). In Colombia, the 

Ministry of Culture established a series of cultural routes in preparation for the 2010 

bicentennial. In addition to the “Ruta Libertadora,” these included the “Ruta Mutis,” 

which connects a series of natural-heritage features in northern Colombia; the “Ruta de 

los Comuneros,” which links a number of towns that were involved in the independence 

struggle; and the “Ruta de la Gran Convención,” which traces several historical events to 

the location where the first constitution of Colombia was signed (Cultura 3b) 

International organizations such as the United Nations World Tourism 

Organization (UNWTO), the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and the World 

Bank are promoting and investing in cultural heritage as a sustainable form of tourism. 

International routes, such as the Silk Road, are becoming large-scale, multi-national 

economic-development projects. For example, in March of 2011, the UNWTO held a 

summit in Berlin, Germany to coordinate a multi-national effort to promote international 

cultural heritage tourism along the Silk Road. Tourism Ministers and Ambassadors from 

25 countries along the Silk Road discussed approaches for “leveraging continued tourism 
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growth.” The focus of the summit was to promote “a consistent and cohesive Silk Road 

brand identity across destinations” (UNWTO 2011b). This summit also engaged tour 

operators as well, with a goal of defining a uniformed theme related to a very complex 

heritage for all participating countries, which will likely benefit some countries more than 

others.   

Many international and national financing organizations have created programs 

that utilize the economic potential of tourism as a means of development. For example, 

the World Bank’s Sustainable Tourism in Latin America and the Caribbean project’s 

mission is specifically to reduce poverty, build environmental sustainability, foster social 

responsibility and preserve cultural heritage through the promotion of responsible tourism 

activities (World Bank 2011b). 

According to the Inter-American Development Bank, “tourism accounts for 11 

percent of the world’s gross domestic product, 7 percent of all job opportunities in Latin 

America and the Caribbean and it is among the top five sources for foreign currency for 

poor nations” (IDB 2010). Tourism is considered a labor-intensive industry that can 

increase employment and reduce poverty, particularly among developing nations. In 

Latin America, there are many similar projects, but on a smaller scale. More regional 

routes, such as the “Tequila Trail” in Mexico, are promoted as economic drivers as well. 

Similarly nationalistic projects have been promoted in Ecuador (the Galápagos Islands, 

for example) and Colombia (IDB 2010). Perhaps because of its very nationalistic and 

populist views, Venezuela receives little support from international financing 

organizations to promote tourism. However, that does not mean Venezuela is not using 

tourism to promote its national heritage and identity.  
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(Re) defining national identity  

Regardless of how much or little one has traveled, tourism, or a lack of tourism, 

can shape the way we view the world around us. Indeed, experiencing foreign cultures is 

a useful way of reflecting on one’s own culture. Whether for a holiday or from the way 

destinations are promoted through travel brochures, guides and websites, the experience 

of another culture is often shaped by the advertising we encounter (Mowforth and Munt 

1998, 6) 

For countries seeking to reinforce, or invigorate, a type of nationalistic fervor or 

identity, the way destinations are portrayed can play a key role in forming that identity. In 

his chapter on “Cultural Roots,” Benedict Anderson suggests that heritage is a defining 

component of national identity: ‘Nationalism has to be understood by aligning it with the 

“large cultural systems that precede it, out of which - as well as against which – it came 

into being”’ (Anderson 1991, 12). Returning to the case of Venezuela, there is very little 

subtlety in this approach, as the international visitor is immediately greeted with heritage-

related propaganda upon arrival at the Simon Bolívar International Airport, just outside 

of Caracas. Figure 3, below, is a small example of an effort in Venezuela to use heritage 

as a means for promoting and creating national identity. The image of Simón Bolívar is 

replicated so much by the Venezuelan government that the visitor might wonder if he 

were in fact still alive.  
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Figure 1.2 Simón Bolívar International Airport near Caracas, Venezuela  
View of from Immigration line (Photo by author). 

 

Indeed, some governments produce identity as a deliberate policy to push a political 

agenda (Howard 2003, 169), which is arguably the case in Venezuela. There are other 

cases, however where heritage is deliberately destroyed, such as the Balkan War of the 

1990s, where Christian churches and Muslim mosques were destroyed, and in 

Afghanistan with the Taliban destruction of Buddhist monuments (Howard 2003, 169). 
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Challenges with heritage preservation and tourism 

Like any other profitable industry, there are many signs that the benefits of the 

tourism industry are not evenly distributed, just as the burdens are unevenly born. 

Research on the positive and negative effects of tourism (including heritage tourism) has 

overwhelmingly focused on the hierarchies of economic, political and social dominance 

the tourism industry creates between wealthy and poor countries (Mowforth and Munt 

1998). There is also a tendency for heritage tourism to disproportionately over-represent 

people and places of power (Howard 2003, 169). Indeed, much of the discussion on 

tourism has focused on the privileged tourist consuming the resources of marginalized 

places; often people from wealthy countries visiting poor countries. For tourists, these 

“resources” run the gambit of tangible and intangible cultural and natural resources, with 

varying levels of “value” (as discussed above in the definition of “heritage”). 

With an influx of tourists, the dynamics of a community will likely change 

(Harrison 2005, 4). Tourism development, however, is likely to promote or exacerbate 

the process of commoditization, which can alter the story being told about a given 

heritage (Harrison 2005, 4). In the case of Simón Bolívar, because he was born in 

Venezuela, some Venezuelans feel more entitled to embrace his legacy as their heritage 

than others, whereas some Colombians feel the fact that he died in Colombia gives them 

a more authentic connection. This debate between who is entitled to a given heritage is 

discussed more in Chapter Three. But in order to better understand the context in which 

the legacy of Simón Bolívar is represented, the next chapter gives an overview of his life.  
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Chapter Two: The Life and Legacy of Simón Bolívar 

Simón Bolívar is not only a defining figure in the history of South America, but 

his legacy continues to be a prominent icon of current politics and culture. 

Interpretations, reinterpretations, iterations and reiterations of his legacy vary from 

history to mythology as scores of biographies and novels have been—and continue to 

be—published.  

For my literature review in this chapter, I draw, in particular, on historian John 

Lynch’s definitive biography of Bolívar entitled Simón Bolívar: A Life.  But just in 2010 

alone, several books were published in effort to reinterpret the legacy of Simón Bolívar, 

including El Pensamiento del Libertador by Venezuelan economist and historian Luís 

Britto García; En Busca de Bolívar by Colombian economist and historian William 

Ospina; La Otra Cara de Bolivar: La Guerra contra Pablo Morillo by Colombian author 

Pablo Victoria and El Sueño de Bolívar by the French journalist and Ecuadorian resident 

Marc Saint-Upéry. That same year, a number of additional books on Bolívar were also 

published, including Conquer or Die: Wellington’s Veterans and the Liberation of the 

New World, by British author Ben Hughes, and For Glory and Bolívar: the Remarkable 

Life of Manuela Sáenz, by Pamela S. Murray and Fredrick B. Pike. Some of the accounts 

of Bolívar achieve international prominence and acclaim because of their creative license, 

as in the case of the Colombian author and Nobel laureate Gabriel Garcia Marquez in his 

1989 biographical novel, The General in His Labyrinth.  

But the legacy of Simón Bolívar is not limited to histories and novels. In 2010, 

the presence of Simón Bolívar seemed just as, if not more, vivid than during any other 

period in history. In addition to the larger-than-life sculptures displayed in prominent 

plazas and streets that bear his name, there were countless cultural and political events 
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celebrating or commemorating Bolívar’s legacy. In fact, 2010 was branded the 

bicentennial of the Liberation of Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela, even though 2010 

only represented the bicentennial of the beginning of the struggle for independence, a 

struggle that lasted a very bloody and brutal 15 years. But this Bolivarian renaissance is 

indicative of a tendency of people to latch on to the legacy of heroes of the past. Not 

unlike the “Founding Fathers” in the United States, Simón Bolívar’s legacy tends to be 

larger than life and his accomplishments glorified, despite the many difficult truths about 

his life, including his many struggles and failures.  

While Bolívar’s virtues and triumphs manage to prevail, it is important to 

highlight that he was also a man of many contradictions, flaws and failures, as Bolívar 

himself acknowledged in his own life and writings. Based on the enduring omnipresence 

of Bolívar’s name, image and figure throughout Venezuela, Colombia and Ecuador (and 

other countries), one might assume the story of his life to be widely and easily 

understood. Yet popular perception is most often reduced to a mythological 

representation of an infallible patriarch who gave his life for his cause, earning him the 

title of “The Liberator” even before his death.  

This chapter is not a critique of Simón Bolívar, nor a critique of those who 

celebrate his legacy. This is a chronicle of how two interpretations of the same heritage 

are told uniquely, but in parallel; and a proposal that political ideology influences the way 

nations understand and identify with their heritage. First I will provide a summary of his 

life. Second I will show the myriad examples of how Bolívar is represented today. These 

examples will lead to the next chapter, where I give two specific examples of the 

Bolivarian renaissance: the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia and the Ruta del Libertador in 

Ecuador and Venezuela.   
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BIOGRAPHY OF BOLÍVAR 

Simón Bolívar was born in Caracas, Venezuela, July 24, 1783, to a Venezuelan 

family of tremendous wealth that had been accumulated over the seven generations since 

his earliest ancestor emigrated from Spain. As the youngest of four siblings, whose father 

died when he was almost three and mother when he was nine, young Bolívar grew up in 

the care of an uncle who was an “unsympathetic middle-aged bachelor” (Bushnell 2003a, 

3). It is understood that his uncle gave the young Bolívar little attention. Instead, he 

attempted to control his nephew’s inheritance for his own interests, as Bolívar was heir 

not only to his father’s fortune, but also his father’s uncle’s (J Lynch 2006, 8).  

Because of the family’s elevated social status and substantial financial means, 

Bolívar was sent to Spain at age 15, in 1799, to formalize his education. This is also the 

period when, at age seventeen, he met María Teresa Rodríguez del Toro y Alayza, also of 

a wealthy Venezuelan family. Though she was almost three years his senior they would 

marry a year later in San Sebastián, Spain; promptly retuning to Venezuela to live on one 

of Bolívar’s numerous estates. But after only eight months in Venezuela, his wife died of 

an illness (J Lynch 2006, 20). This tragedy would be a pivotal moment in his life, as his 

ambitions changed from those of a married man—to continue his family traditions 

(agriculture and mines)—to those of an intellectual and a revolutionary. He vowed to 

never marry again, and by 1803 he had returned to Europe to learn from the revolutionary 

movements already underway. 

Bolívar’s second stay in Europe would be a period of intellectual refinement and 

“political awakening,” especially as he watched, firsthand and in dismay, the way 

Napoleon consolidated power as the emperor of France (J Lynch 2006, 24). He was 

evidently impressed, if not influenced by Napoleon’s actions and appearance, as Lynch 
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explains, “Bolívar was struck by the emperor’s plain clothing in contrast to that of his 

officers” (J Lynch 2006, 24, 30).  

As if already understanding his place in history, the formative education and 

experiences of Bolívar’s 22 years culminated in Rome, on August 15 1805,  after his own 

ideology had been influenced by the destruction and suffering he had seen under ruthless 

monarchies in both Europe and South America. Years later, his own tutor Simón 

Rodríguez, who accompanied him from Venezuela to Europe, would recall that “the 

sufferings of his own country overwhelmed his mind, and he knelt down and made that 

vow whose faithful fulfillment the emancipation of South America is the glorious 

witness.”4

 

 Rodríguez recalled the moment when they climbed Monte Sacro in Rome and 

Bolívar made his famous vow: 

I swear before you, I swear by the God of my fathers, I swear by my 
fathers, I swear by my honor, I swear by my country that I will not rest 
body or soul until I have broken the chains with which Spanish power 
oppresses us5

 
 

The credibility of whether or not this pronouncement happened has been challenged and 

verified by historians since the day it was published, but the validity is indisputable as 

Simón Bolívar would very much follow through, both in spirit and body.  

Bolívar was very well read and keenly aware of historical and current events. In 

addition to the observation of his surroundings in both Caracas and Europe, Bolívar was 

very much influenced by ideas presented by authors of the Enlightenment, such as 

Montesquieu and Voltaire and especially Rousseau’s Social Contract (J Lynch 2006, 34). 

Indeed, Bolívar’s views and actions would embody the ideals of the Enlightenment: not 
                                                 
4 From Lynch 2006, 26; quoting O’Leary, Narración, I, 61.  
5 From Lynch 2002, 26; quoting Escritos IV, 14-16; the text of this vow, the Juramento de Roma, was 
reconstructed years later from memory by Rordíguez and given to Manuel Uribe in 1850, who published it 
in Homenaje de Colombia al Libertador (Bogotá, 1884). 
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only embracing Montesquieu’s call for people to “think for yourself,” but living 

Rousseau’s insistence that one must “be yourself” (J Lynch 2006, 36). 

As demonstrated by his famous oath in Rome, Bolívar intended to return to 

Venezuela. However, his voyage home was delayed by a visit to the United States. Little 

is known of Bolívar’s visit to the United States in late 1806 and early 1807, but he spent 

much of his time in New England. Of the few thoughts he recorded on that visit, Bolívar 

said, “During my short visit to the United States, for the first time in my life, I saw 

rational liberty at first hand.”6

The significance of Bolívar’s intellectual and political influences lies not in how 

much he would apply the examples of Europe, but how he would form his own ideology 

appropriate to the condition of the peoples and struggles of the colonies: “Bolívar was not 

a slave to French or North American examples. His own revolution was unique, and in 

developing his ideas and policies he followed not the models of the Western world but 

the needs of his own America” (J Lynch 2006, 29) 

 

  

FIRST REVOLUTION 

After several years abroad, Bolívar returned to Venezuela in 1807 with stronger 

and deeper intellectual and political convictions, and with “an independent spirit” (J 

Lynch 2006, 40). While his ideas for independence were not shared by his peers (J Lynch 

2006, 41), Bolívar was determined to renounce his own heritage of privilege and fight for 

what he now believed to be a greater cause: “A product of the colony, he was to become 

the colony’s fiercest enemy” (J Lynch 2006, 42). 

Bolívar’s timing could not have been more opportune, as this was the same time 

Napoleon would invade Spain, which would leave the Spanish colonies more vulnerable 
                                                 
6 From Lynch 2006, 39; quoting Pérez Vila, La formación intelectual del Libertador, 61. 
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to secessionist efforts. By 1810 there was a formidable movement to seize control from 

the Spanish colonists and those who supported the crown, known as “royalists.” Those 

who sought to secede from Spain were called “republicans,” and were mostly upper class 

creoles—people of Spanish descent, but born in the “new world,” often for several 

generations, like Bolívar. In other words, people of African, mixed-race, or indigenous 

descents were not early supporters of the independence movement. The independence 

movement was very much a case of wealthy elites trying to gain more control over their 

own land and people.  

As the French destabilized Spain, Bolívar became one of the leaders of the 

resistance movement, joining the ranks of Francisco de Miranda, who, being of the 

previous generation (March 28, 1750 – July 14, 1816), some 27 years Bolívar’s senior, 

had long been a supporter and symbol of Spanish resistance (Ospina 2010, 14). Also a 

native of Caracas, and more experienced than Bolívar, Miranda observed, studied and 

participated in revolutions firsthand. Miranda hoped to gain British support to back an 

invasion of Britain’s enemy, Spain, but when France took control of Spain, Britain’s 

priorities changed, leaving Miranda and the colonies to lead the charge against the 

Spanish alone (J Lynch 2006, 51). 

Like Miranda, Bolívar also went to England where he tried, unsuccessfully, to 

negotiate an alliance in 1810. But he did succeed in convincing Francisco Miranda to 

return to Venezuela to lead the first, successful revolt against the Spanish in Venezuela. 

Miranda declared independence on July 5, 1811, but this first Republic of Venezuela was 

not only short lived, it was in discord with Bolívar’s own values, especially his concerns 

about social segregation and the continuation of slavery. This would be a defining 

political moment as well, because the abolition of slavery would divide many of the 

parties interested in gaining control after secession from Spain (J Lynch 2006, 56-58). 
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“Royalist” forces were never fully pushed out of Venezuela, as battles between 

republican and royalist factions ensued, and the royalists soon regained control of the 

Venezuelan territory.  

By July 25, 1812 the republicans surrendered to the royalists with Miranda 

signing the San Mateo pact, much to Bolívar’s chagrin. So upset was Bolívar with 

Miranda that he went out of his way to turn Miranda over to their enemy. To many 

historians this was one of Bolívar’s most dubious actions, as he essentially betrayed his 

predecessor by tricking Miranda into being arrested by the Spanish (Bushnell 2003a, 38; 

J Lynch 2006, 62). Though Bolívar defended this action as an act of unwavering 

dedication to the fight for independence, turning Miranda over to the Spanish not only 

benefitted Bolívar in that he was granted freedom to leave the country, but established 

him as the next in line to lead the independence movement. Immortalized with the title 

“The Precursor” of the revolution, Miranda would never return to fight the cause, dying 

in a Spanish prison and being buried in a mass grave (Bushnell 2003a, 39; J Lynch 2006, 

62). 

This disappointment of the first republic was compounded by a large earthquake 

that shook Caracas on March 26, 1812, which was followed by another earthquake on 

April 4, killing an estimated 20,000. Despite the succession of tragedies, Bolívar would 

use them both, the failed first republic and the earthquake, to embolden his resolve to 

remove the Spanish. In fact, moments after the earthquake, a royalist reporter recorded 

him as he made his way through the rubble to have declared battle against not only the 

royalists, but also against the church/God and nature: “Even if nature opposes us we will 

fight against it and may it obey us”7

                                                 
7As documented by royalist journalist José Dominguez Díaz moments after the earthquake of March 26, 
1812: “On the top of the ruins I found Don Simón Bolívar in his shirt sleeves clambering over the debris 
to see the same sight I had seen. On his face was written the utmost horror or the utmost despair. He saw 
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SECOND REVOLUTION 

Turning over Miranda to the Spanish enabled Bolívar to obtain a Spanish 

passport, which he used to leave Venezuela, regroup as an exile for a short period in 

Curacao and revive the fight for independence through Nueva Granada (now Colombia). 

While beginning this second effort in Cartagena, Bolívar wrote and published the 

“Cartagena Manifesto,” which articulated a clear vision of independence and emphasized 

the importance of a unified continent to defeat the royalists (J Lynch 2006, 66, 67).   

Though there was a royalist resistance, many Nueva Granadians (Colombians) 

were eager to support Bolívar. By late 1812, the republican movement was gaining 

momentum, having won many small battles against the Spanish. Interestingly, this 

renewed effort began near the mouth of the Magdalena River (J Lynch 2006, 69), which 

is where his final battles against his countrymen and health would end in despair some 18 

years later. 

By defeating the Spanish in the sweltering tropical climates and harsh rugged 

mountains of New Granada and Venezuela, Bolívar’s abilities and resilience as a 

commander would become widely known and highly respected (J Lynch 2006, 70). Soon 

Bolívar began to amass a substantial army that would march into Mérida, Venezuela, 

uncontested, where he would be given the title of El Libertador (“The Liberator”), a title 

that would accompany him forever. By August 1813, Bolívar and his supporters regained 

control of Venezuela when he returned to Caracas as The Liberator (J Lynch 2006, 75). 

But even this second republic would fail, largely because Bolívar was unable to convince 

not only the Venezuelan elite, but the poor-working class to unify under a single, 

                                                                                                                                                 
me and spoke these impious and extravagant words…” (From  J Lynch 2006, 1; quoting Recuerdos sobre 
la rebellion de Caracas, Biblioteca de la Academia Nacional de la Historia, 38, Caracas, 1961). 
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republican cause (J Lynch 2006, 87). In other words, the elite wanted to maintain 

regional power, and the poor preferred the security under the Spanish. As Venezuela fell 

back under Spanish control, Bolívar would attempt to retain control in New Granada, but 

even there he would be forced to flee in exile to Jamaica.  

 

THIRD REVOLUTION 

While in exile in Jamaica in 1815, Bolívar promoted South American 

independence to the international community in his famous letter “Answer of a South 

American to a Gentleman of this Island” (known in Spanish as the Carta de Jamaica). 

This letter addressed the causes of the previous failures, and made a justification for the 

moral, political and economic reasons for South American independence. This letter 

would also validate his intellectual and political prowess on the international stage (J 

Lynch 2006, 91-96).  

By the end of 1815, Bolívar’s exile extended to Haiti where, he was inspired by 

and equipped for a third attempt at revolution by Alexandre Pétion—the first black 

president of Haiti and leader of their independence fight against the French. Pétion 

supported Bolívar’s cause, but would help Bolívar only if he promised to abolish slavery 

(J Lynch 2006, 97). Bolívar obliged, partly in gratitude and partly because he understood 

he needed as many men as possible to fight. Furthermore, he did not want to inspire any 

unnecessary resistance (J Lynch 2006, 108). As Bolívar gained control of regions, he 

would free slaves on the condition that they serve and fight for the republican army. 

Emancipation, however, was not a popular cause, not only among wealthy slave owners, 

but even among slaves who were “not interested in fighting the creoles’ war” (J Lynch 

2006, 109). And as much as Bolívar was an abolitionist, the cause for emancipation met 

resistance, even after unconditional freedom was made into law in 1821 (J Lynch 2006, 
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151). The conundrum of granting freedom yet requiring/demanding military service was 

never fully resolved for Bolívar. But with provisions from Haiti, this third attempt would 

take hold, this time marching through Venezuela from the east, through Guyana (J Lynch 

2006, 103). By 1819 he would be president of The Republic of Colombia (present-day 

Venezuela and Colombia8

 

). The liberation and the territory under Bolívar’s control would 

eventually extend to the Presidency of Quito (present-day Ecuador) by 1822, to Lower 

Perú (present-day Perú) by 1824, and to Upper Perú (present-day Bolivia) by 1825. All of 

these regions, however, would become independent countries shortly after Bolívar’s 

death in 1830.   

THE LEGACY OF “EL LIBERTADOR” 

The fact that the Liberation of South America took several attempts over the 

course of almost 20 years indicates the path towards independence was a long, difficult 

struggle for everyone involved. In addition to covering vast territories, over impossible 

terrain, the Liberation movement led by Simón Bolívar was also a struggle to win the 

hearts of the people for whom he fought. However, because the fight was declared “war 

to the death” by Bolívar in an official decree (Brown 2009, 17-20; J Lynch 2006, 73), the 

sheer carnage of the struggle cast leaders, of both sides, as “merciless” and “cruel,” thus 

making it all the more challenging to win the hearts and minds of people in fear.   

Throughout his campaigns, Bolívar continued to fight battles on multiple fronts, 

including retaliations from the Spanish, insubordination among his own ranks and the 

constant threat of a race war (J Lynch 2006, 117) as elite criollos were resistant to 

sharing the same rights as blacks and mulattos; and as the blacks and mulattos demanded 
                                                 
8 The territory that is now Colombia was called New Granada until 1863. Before that, the territory was 
known as Cundinamarca, which is derivation of the Quechua word for “the land of the condor,” which is 
the name of the state, of which Bogotá is also the capital. 
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more and more rights. Despite his many losses, historians agree Bolívar was a very 

competent tactician, both politically and militarily (J Lynch 2006, 117). 

His skills would be put to the test as Bolívar led the liberation through the most 

challenging terrain of the region. Between May 27 and July 19 of 1819, Bolívar led an 

ever struggling, tattered army through the most rugged terrain between Venezuela and 

New Granada (Hughes 2010). The passage included sweltering swamps, 13,000-foot 

mountain passes and endless rain (J Lynch 2006, 127-129). This march included the now 

famous and decisive battles against the Spanish, including the Pantano de Vargas on July 

25 and the Battle of Boyocá on August 7, 1819. The Battle of Boyocá was celebrated as a 

“great triumph over Spain and over nature” (J Lynch 2006, 299) as it marked the 

beginning of the Spanish retreat. These improbable yet notable victories enabled Bolívar 

to make his way to Bogotá uncontested.  

However, almost as soon as the regions gained independence from Spain, factions 

of elite power holders began to resist the concept of a united republic (J Lynch 2006, 

133). Bolívar observed this tension in 1826, “The south hates the north, the coast hates 

the highlands, Venezuela hates Cundinamarca; Cundinamarca suffers from the disorders 

of Venezuela.”9 Caudillos and wealthy land owners took to creating autonomous regions 

within the newly liberated territory. This resistance would plague Bolívar throughout the 

rest of his life because it was so directly in contrast to his vision, as Bolívar said to his 

congress in 1819: “The union of New Granada and Venezuela has been my only object 

since I first took up arms…”10

                                                 
9 From J Lynch 2006, 218; quoting Bolívar to Santander, Ibarra, 8 October 1826, Cartas Santander-
Bolívar, VI 42-6 

 

10 In J Lynch 2006, 133; from Bolívar to Congress, Angostura, 14 December 1819, O’Leary, Memorias, 
XVI, 565. During this same series of meetings, the congress created the Republic of Colombia to include 
Venezuela, Cundinamarca (now Colombia) and the Presidency of Quito (now Ecuador), which had yet to 
be liberated (Lynch 2006, 234).  
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Despite (or perhaps because of) being the undisputed leader of the independence 

movement for twenty years, and for serving as president of the Republic of Colombia for 

a decade (1819-1830) and surviving several assassination attempts, Bolívar was detested 

for his apparent despotism and absolutism by those who opposed him (J Lynch 2006, 

266). Shortly before his death in 1830, as the Republic of Colombia began to fracture into 

several autonomous nations, Bolívar said, “the tyrants of my country have taken it from 

me and I am banished; now I have no homeland for which to sacrifice myself” (J Lynch 

2006, 269). By May of 1830, both Venezuela (on the 6th) and Ecuador (on the 13th) both 

seceded from Colombia (J Lynch 2006, 269). 
 

His memory became an inspiration to later generations and also a 
battleground. To liberal historians he was a fighter against tyranny. 
Conservatives redesigned him as a cult. Marxists dismissed him as the 
leader of a bourgeois revolution. And he still evokes public passions and 
polemics. He has been appropriated by partisans and co-opted by 
governments: his current incarnation in Venezuela as the model of 
authoritarian populism projects yet another interpretation of his leadership 
and challenges the historian to set the record straight. (J Lynch 2006, xi) 

 

In the nearly two centuries since his death, there have been many efforts to revive 

and relive the legacy of Bolívar. These have taken almost every form of fiction and non-

fiction, including novels, plays, histories and biographies, as well as portraits and 

paintings. There have also been significant efforts made to document the routes taken by 

Bolívar during the revolutionary wars. 

Most recently, while I was conducting my field research in Venezuela in 2010, 

renowned Venezuelan architect Graciano Gaspirini pointed out that another American 

had investigated the liberation path led by Bolívar.11

                                                 
11 I met Graciano Gaspirini in July of 2010 while attending an exhibit and lecture in Caracas called “2 X 
Gaspirini,” as an invited guest of María Eugenia Bacci of the Universidad Central de Venezuela. This was 
the first time I had heard of this expedition by Bingham.  

 A lecturer in Latin American 
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History at Yale University also conducted field research by visiting the places where 

Bolívar led marches and battles in order to better understand the context of Latin 

American independence movements. Hiram Bingham set out to follow the route of “El 

Libertador,” starting in Caracas and ending in Bogotá and published The Journal of an 

Expedition across Venezuela and Colombia, 1906-1907: An exploration of the route of 

Bolivar's celebrated march of 1819 and of the battle-fields of Boyacá and Carabobo. 

Bingham gives a very detailed account of not only the condition of the sites along the 

route, but that of the people and the surrounding environment. Bingham justifies this 

expedition because there were “no maps of [Bolívar’s] battle-fields and few trustworthy 

accounts of the scenes of his greatest activity” (Bingham 1909, v).  Bingham continues:  
 

I came to the conclusion that if I wished to understand this period in the 
history of South America, it would be necessary for me to undertake an 
expedition that should for its object not only a study of the country where 
Bolívar lived and fought, and a visit to the scenes of his most important 
battles, Carabobo and Boyocá, but also an exploration of the route of his 
most celebrated campaign. (Bingham 1909, v)  

 

Undoubtedly others would write about Bolívar, but few would consider the places 

he traveled as significant for study until Colombian historian Rafael Bernal Medina 

published his book Ruta de Bolívar in 1949. Bernal Medina meticulously summarizes 

Bolívar’s life using a chronological series of maps that show the true “route of Bolívar,” 

from his birth until his death, and all the major cities and events in between (Bernal 

Medina 1961). It should be noted that this text uses both ruta and itinerario to describe 

the historic route. 
 

In order to follow his “geographic route” it is necessary to know and 
understand his “spiritual route.” One could say his itinerary (i.e. “path”) is 
a function of his doctrine. This parallelism explains why the Liberator is 
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above all a thinker and fighter, which are fundamental characteristics of 
his personality.12

 
 (Bernal Medina 1961, Introduction) 

Bernal Medina also explains that the ideological motivation behind the creation of 

this text was to give future generations a connection to the greatness of their heritage, 

which was “bequeathed to us by the genius of Simón Bolívar” (Bernal Medina 1961, 

Introduction). Though this book was published in 1949 in Colombia, the language 

continues to resonate with communities and organizations working to preserve the legacy 

of Simón Bolívar. Furthermore, it seems appropriate to note that this book is also 

prefaced by an enthusiastic endorsement from the Bolivarian Society of Colombia 

(Sociedad Bolivariana de Colombia), which still exists today (Sociedad 2011). 

 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF BOLÍVAR IN CONTEMPORARY CULTURE 

Bolívar’s name and image are so frequently reproduced throughout Latin America 

that it is quite possible that it goes unrecognized, unacknowledged, or ignored, because 

people are immune or indifferent—especially in the former Republic of Colombia 

(Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela). Figure 2.1 shows two examples of how Bolívar is 

portrayed today in South America. “Bolívar” as a word can be found on the names of the 

most prominent streets in almost every town in South America, many in Central America 

and frequently in North America. The same can be said of the most prominent plazas, 

especially in South America, as few cities are without a “Plaza Bolívar.” Of course Upper 

Perú would be renamed Bolivia in honor of Bolívar in 1825, and the Republic of 

                                                 
12 “De aquí que para seguir su ‘ruta geográfica’ sea preciso conocer y comprender su ‘ruta spiritual’. Puede 
decirse que su itinerario se realize en funció de su doctrina. Este paralelismo explica por qué el Libertador 
es ante todo pensador y guerrero, las dos características fundamentals de su personalidad.” (Translated by 
author)  
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Venezuela would be renamed The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela in 1998 in homage 

to the so-called “Bolivarian Revolution” declared by Hugo Chavez and his supporters. 

Figure 2.2 shows an example of the veneration of Bolívar in Venezuela. Furthermore, not 

only is Bolívar’s image printed on coins and currency in Bolivia, Colombia and 

Venezuela, but Venezuela’s official unit of currency is called a “Bolívar,” and Bolivia’s 

the “Boliviano.” 

 

       

Figure 2.1  Images of Bolívar in contemporary culture 
Left: A poster announcing a play called “Bolívar: fragments of a dream” 
(Bolívar: Fragmentos de un sueño) in Bogotá,Colombia; July 2010. Right: A 
magazine cover, describing an article about the “Simón Bolívar: Liberator of 
five nations” (Libertador de cinco naciones), published in Quito, Ecuador; 
July 2010. (Photos by author) 
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Figure 2.2  Government-sponsored wall art in Caracas, Venezuela 
The silhouette of Bolívar merged with the outline of South America is the 
symbol the Venezuelan government created for the bicentennial of the 
liberation movement led by Simón Bolívar. (Photo by author) 

 

Bolívar’s silhouette and bust are instantly recognizable, not only because of their 

uniformity in pose and posture, but also because of their ubiquity. The aforementioned 

plazas named after Bolívar often have a prominent sculpture or statue representing El 

Libertador, most often on a horse, and almost always with a sword in hand. Artists 

continually revive the memory of Bolívar, either as a subject of drama or national 

identity, or both. 
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Indeed, there is a tendency to idolize Simon Bolívar as not only ‘The Liberator’ 

but the ‘father of five nations.’ Perhaps as a consequence of this paternal connection, the 

story of Bolívar’s life has become a subject of popular culture. In addition to literature, 

the study of Bolívar’s activities has lead to the creation of a telenovela-like relationship 

with one of his lovers, Manuela Sáenz. Sáenz, or “Manuelita” as many chose to call her, 

met Bolívar several years into the liberation campaign in Quito, Ecuador on June 15, 

1822 (J Lynch 2006, 170). Bolívar had arrived to celebrate the defeat of the Spanish in 

the Presidency of Quito (present-day Ecuador) in the Battle of Pichincha, which was led 

by his esteemed General Jose Antonio de Sucre. As he made his way into the city center, 

it is said he saw Sáenz on a balcony as she threw a laurel in his direction. Figure 2.3, 

below, shows a plaque—mounted on the side of a building in the historic center of 

Quito—commemorating the first encounter between Bolívar and Sáenz. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3  Plaque where Manuela and Bolívar first met 
Calle Chile near Calle Venezuela in Quito, Ecuador: “From this place the 
heroine Manuela Sáenz greeted Bolívar with a laurel crown on the 16th of 
June 1822”. (Photo and translation by author) 
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Despite being married to an English merchant, Sáenz pursued Bolívar without 

hesitation. For Bolívar, an affair was nothing out of the ordinary, as he had become well 

known for his “post-campaign recreation” (J Lynch 2006, 179). However, theirs was 

more than an affair as from that moment in Quito, until Bolívar’s last days, he and 

Manuela would share a physical and emotional relationship that seems, as historians 

portray it, a genuine relationship of friendship, romance and respect.   

More recently, Sáenz’s significance in history has been elevated from simply the 

mistress of Bolívar to La Libertadora del Libertador (Liberator of the Liberator) and a 

pioneer of women’s rights and independence. Perhaps an early feminist, Sáenz served as 

an officer in Bolívar’s army, worked as a spy among political movements and was 

considered an intellectual (Murray 2008, 157). Traditionally, her significance in history 

had been diminished because she was most often referred to as Bolívar’s “mistress,” as if 

she was compromising Bolívar’s loyalty and integrity. However, it was Sáenz who was 

married, and Bolívar who was a widower, so the opposite might be said of Bolívar’s 

intentions with Sáenz.13

                                                 
13 From a conversation with Ana María Álvarez, director of the Casa Museo Manuela Sáenz in Quito, 
Ecuador, July 24, 2010. 

  But Sáenz’s relationship with Bolívar transcends any discussion 

of appropriateness as her loyalty to Bolívar, and prominence as an early female leader, 

continue to be the focus of a historical and cultural narrative in Colombia, Ecuador and 

Venezuela. Even in 2010, interpretations of the relationship between Bolívar and Sáenz 

could be found in prominent locations in Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela (Figure 2.4, 

below).  
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Figure 2.4  Contemporary Images of Bolívar and Sáenz 
Left: A poster announcing the an art exhibit called “The Other Side of 
Independence” (La Otra Cara de la Independencia) by Colombian artist 
Adriana Méndez, in Santa Marta Colombia, August 2010. Right: Part of an 
exhibit displayed in both the Plaza Grande in Quito in June 2010, and Plaza 
Bolívar in Caracas in August 2010, titled “Lovers of liberty.”  
(Photos and translation by author) 
 
 

As an enduring symbol of her significance as the Libertadora del Libertador, and 

perhaps a symbolic union of contemporary political ties between Ecuador and Venezuela, 

a box of soil—from the area where Sáenz died in Perú—was given to the government of 

Venezuela by the government of Ecuador on July 5, 2010. The box of soil was mounted a 

few meters from Bolívar’s tomb at the national pantheon in Caracas, Venezuela (Figure 

2.5, below).  
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Figure 2.5  The symbolic remains of Sáenz next to Bolívar’s tomb 
A box of soil from the area where Manuela Sáenz died in Paita, Perú was 
given to the government of Venezuela by the government of Ecuador on 
July 5, 2010. In the background, under the flag is Simón Bolívar’s tomb. 
(Photo by author) 

 

On July 17, only twelve days after the remains of Manuela Sáenz were enshrined 

in the national pantheon, Venezuelan officials returned to the same pantheon to exhume 

the body of Bolívar. At the behest of President Chavez, scientists extracted the remains of 

Bolívar to conduct DNA tests and X-rays hoping to confirm Chavez’s suspicion that 
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Bolívar did not die of tuberculosis, but was poisoned (Figure 2.6, below) (Padgett 

2010).14

 

  

Figure 2.6  The skeleton of Simón Bolívar 
On July 17, 2010, forensic scientists exhumed the remains of Bolívar 
(Image is a screenshot from a television broadcast of TeleSUR, Venezuela) 

 

It is ironic that even Bolívar’s mortality perpetuates his presence in popular 

culture and politics. If this was not apparent with the symbolic “reunion” of Manuela 

Sáenz and Bolívar, then recent exchanges between Venezuela and Colombia are. For 

example, within a week of being elected president of Colombia, Juan Manuel Santos 

                                                 
14 This was not the first time Bolívar’s body had been moved. After he died in Santa Marta, Colombia in 
December of 1830, he was buried in Santa Marta cathedral. Twelve years later, Venezuelans negotiated 
the “return” of his remains to his “homeland,” in November of 1842, where he was buried in the Caracas 
cathedral and moved to the National Pantheon in 1876. In 1972, Venezuelan vice-president, Elías Jaua, 
opened the tomb while President Rafael Caldera changed the flag in a private ceremony (J Lynch 2006, 
279). 
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hosted Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez in an unprecedented summit between the two 

countries on August 10, 2010. The summit was called to resolve recent tensions between 

the two countries. However, it is no coincidence that the chosen location of that summit 

was the hacienda where Simon Bolívar died in 1830, called San Pedro Alejandrino in 

Santa Marta. Not only were Presidents Chavez and Santos holding meetings a few meters 

from the room where Bolívar died, but almost all media coverage of the event included 

descriptions and photographs, which always included Simon Bolívar; and in photographs, 

Bolívar’s portrait was almost always positioned between the two presidents (Figure 2.7, 

below).  

 

 

Figure 2.7   Presidents Hugo Chavez and Juan Manuel Santos 
with the Image of Simón Bolívar conspicuously between them  
(Image from El Tiempo, August 11, 2010) 

 

The location and imagery of the summit appear to be a deliberate effort to 

demonstrate the importance of these countries’ common heritage. The more subtle 

interpretations of the location and imagery suggest that these countries are not only 

bound by a common heritage, but perhaps are rivals for a common heritage. This summit 
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was held to address certain political tension that arose after Alvaro Uribe, Colombia’s 

outgoing president, claimed on July 22 that the Venezuelan government was providing 

support to revolutionary guerrillas, whose violent presence has plagued and defined 

Colombia for 30 years. While this claim has been around for years, this specific statement 

exacerbated tensions because it was broadcast to the international community by 

President Uribe in the offices of the Organization of American States (OAS) in 

Washington, D.C. This announcement was interpreted as forceful diplomatic accusation 

that Venezuela vehemently denounced, and then proceeded to cut diplomatic relations 

between the two countries. President Chavez even mentioned the possibility of war if 

Venezuela’s autonomy was not respected.15

 When I visited the OAS offices a month later, I was surprised to see that among 

the dozens of busts and sculptures, the most prominent ones were of none other than 

Simon Bolívar, El Libertador (Figure 2.8, below). Bolívar’s conspicuous presence in the 

Organization of American States’ offices in Washington D.C. might not only be because 

he was the celebrated liberator, but also due to his grand vision of a unified America. The 

OAS is perhaps the most representative symbol of that vision.  

 The summit—held three weeks later, 

between Chavez and Santos—normalized diplomatic relations between Venezuela and 

Colombia.  

                                                 
15 Though much of this situation was interpreted as political theater, the claim for autonomy was not an 
entirely unreasonable. For example, in March of 2008, Colombian military forces attacked a FARC 
(guerrilla fighters) camp based in the in Ecuador, killing 22 people, including a “leader” of FARC. Though 
the camp was in a very remote part of the Ecuadorian Amazon basin, the Ecuadorian government was very 
offended by the violation of national autonomy, who severed diplomatic relations until July of 2010 when 
President Santos gave the Ecuadorian government the computer hard drives seized in the invasion, which 
purportedly had incriminating evidence about the Ecuadorian government.  
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Figure 2.8   Sculptures of Bolívar at the OAS offices in Washington, DC  
(Photos by author) 
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NATIONAL IDENTITY AND NATION-BUILDING 

While it seems Simon Bolívar spent much of his life leading physically brutal 

battles against the Spanish, historians are amazed at his dedication to leading a 

philosophical and intellectual battle against all colonialism. In addition to being a 

voracious reader of philosophy and political science, Bolívar wrote many manifestos that 

would be published in prominent periodicals of the time. These included “The Cartagena 

Manifesto” of 1812, “The Jamaica Letter” of 1815, “The Angostura Address” of 1819 

and the “Message to the Convention of Ocaña” in 1828. All of these would be received 

by wide audiences, not only in South America, but in North America and Europe as well. 

He would also write the “Bolivarian Constitution” in 1826 (Bushnell 2003b). 

Scholars have found that Bolívar’s views, which were published over the course 

of 20 years, were steadfast and consistent, especially his views of how Latin America 

“should be governed—or perhaps above all, how it should not be governed” (Bushnell 

2003b, xxxvii). While Bolívar was skeptical of—if not opposed to—the federalist 

example of the United States (Bushnell 2003b, xxxviii), he always maintained that the 

newly liberated continent would be much better united than divided (Bushnell 2003b, 

xli). This view, which he held until his death, would be the source of much resistance and 

agitation among the regions. Regardless of their historical and current disagreements, the 

countries liberated by Simón Bolívar celebrate their shared heritage, although each 

generation and each country expresses their appreciation uniquely. 

Hugo Chavez, president of Venezuela, regularly evokes the memory of Bolívar in 

speeches and writings, either directly quoting something Bolívar said; or indirectly, by 

mentioning the “Bolivarian Revolution” that he is leading in Venezuela. With the 

petroleum alms offered by Chavez, other countries in the region have followed suit, 

joining the Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América (ALBA – 
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Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America), which was founded in 2001 and has 

ten member nations, including Antigua and Barbuda, Bolivia, Cuba, Dominica, Ecuador, 

Nicaragua, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines and Venezuela. ALBA nations are in the 

process of introducing a new regional currency, called the SUCRE (Sistema Único de 

Compensación Regional – Unified System for Regional Compensation) (ALBA). The 

name for this new currency is more than just an acronym: “Sucre” was the surname of 

Bolívar’s favored lieutenant, José Antonio de Sucre.  

 Perhaps this is an extension of what historians call the “Cult of Bolívar” (J Lynch 

2006, 299). Although in Bolívar’s lifetime he had his opponents and detractors, history 

has been more favorable to those who supported him during his lifetime, and since. Of 

the generation that followed Bolívar, historian John Lynch said: 
 

Now there were the Bolivarians—historians, journalists, priests, 
politicians and presidents—who created and guarded a cult around an 
idealized Bolívar, who served the needs of an abject people. The cultists 
had a good story. A hero of pure Venezuelan lineage, after a tragic 
marriage and golden youth in Europe, assumes the leadership of national 
independence, provides the intellectual base of a continental revolution … 
There were many Bolívars here, with any of whom people could identify. 
Venezuelan nationalist, American hero, macho male, Bolívar conformed 
to the roles. (J Lynch 2006, 301) 

 

“Bolivarians” today come in many forms: there are those who use his ideology as 

a guide for the future; there are those who embrace his memory as part of their identity; 

and there are those who wish to draw on his legacy to construct common, unique 

heritage. The next chapter discusses the origins of the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and 

Venezuela and the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia, discusses their role in the reproduction 

of the legacy of Bolivar, and outlines their significance as unique forms of cultural 

heritage tourism. However, as the images in Figure 2.9, below, suggest, representations 
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of Simón Bolívar in Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela appear in many forms, and are 

not without controversy. Whether an artist paints an interpretation of Bolívar’s life, or the 

president orders his body exhumed, or a tourist visits places where he made history, the 

legacy of Bolívar continues to evoke feelings of pride and ambivalence among the people 

who share his heritage.    
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Figure 2.9   Imagery of Bolívar in Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela  
 
Top left: A large mural of with the face of Bolívar superimposed over the 
outline of South America, Universidad Andina Simón Bolívar; Quito, 
Ecuador; June 2010.  
 
Top right: A painting called “To be eternal is to have been” showing the 
spirit of Bolívar rising out of his body, by Colombian artist Adriana 
Méndez, in exhibit called “The Other Side of Independence” (La Otra Cara 
de la Independencia) in Santa Marta, Colombia; August 2010.  
 
Bottom left: A mural of Bolívar with his heart sliced open and the outline of 
South America piercing through his left hand; Caracas, Venezuela; July 
2010.  
 
Bottom right: “Let me rest in peace –Simón Bolívar” painted on the walls 
after the body of Bolívar was exhumed in July 2010; Caracas, Venezuela. 
(Photos by author) 
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Chapter Three: One Heritage, Two Routes 

Even before his death in 1830, the story of Simón Bolívar was being re-

interpreted and re-told. After leading the liberation of much of South America from 

Spain, Bolívar struggled—as president and dictator—to maintain his grand vision of a 

united South America. As his vision fragmented into new countries (Venezuela, Ecuador, 

Perú and Bolivia) these new countries would struggle to define their identities, often 

demonizing or glorifying the efforts of Bolívar.  

Despite the countless historical interpretations of the liberation, even today we 

find ambivalent interpretations of Bolívar from countries that claim his legacy as 

heritage. Even the most straightforward of celebrations can be misinterpreted. For 

example, the year 2010 was an important moment for many Latin American countries: 

200 years had passed since the fight for independence from Spain began in 1810. Yet, the 

way the occasion was portrayed across Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela suggested that 

2010 was in fact the bicentennial of South American independence (Figure 3.1). 

   

 

Figure 3.1  Bicentennial Iconography 
From left to right: Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela  
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In fact, December of 1810 was the year Francisco de Miranda—accompanied by 

Bolívar—led the first battle for independence, which led to the creation of a short-lived 

republic, from July 5, 1811 to July 31, 1812. There was another short-lived independent 

republic from 1813 to 1814. The official “liberation” didn’t come until 1819 with the 

Battle of Boyocá and the inauguration of the Congress of Angostura.  Therefore, 2010 

does represent 200 years since the liberation effort began, but 2019 will be the true 

bicentennial of “liberation” from Spain. Perhaps this ambivalence in the interpretation of 

the history of liberation is reflected most vividly in the two cultural routes dedicated to 

the memory of Bolívar’s greatest accomplishment: the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador 

and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia. 

 

RUTA DEL LIBERTADOR AND RUTA LIBERTADORA  

In 2009, the governments of Venezuela and Ecuador inaugurated a new touristic 

travel route based on their common heritage: gaining independence from Spain almost 

200 years earlier. This route, called the Ruta del Libertador (Route of the Liberator), was 

established to revive an authentic memory of Simón Bolívar and “the paths walked by 

our liberators” (Ruta 1a). Also in 2009, the government of Colombia inaugurated a Ruta 

Libertadora (The Liberator Route16

 

) with the purpose of “promoting the places where the 

Liberator Simón Bolívar passed” (Ruta 2a; Ruta 2b). Though all three countries share this 

common heritage, the routes were established separately and independently in Ecuador, 

Colombia and Venezuela. 

                                                 
16 Ruta Libertadora may also be translated as “Liberation Route.” The implications of both translations are 
discussed later in this chapter. 
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Figure 3.2  Map of the Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora 
(Image by author) 

 

While the two routes celebrate the shared heritage of liberation from Spain, and 

they were both developed to celebrate the bicentennial of the beginning of the liberation 

struggle, they take unique approaches in interpreting this heritage and anniversary. The 

Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela focuses on Simón Bolívar as the primary 

protagonist of the route while using many monuments, sites and events as contributing 

symbols to the route. In almost perfect juxtaposition, the Ruta Libertadora in Colombia 

focuses on specific monuments and sites while evoking many historical people as 

contributing to the route, the most prominent being Bolívar. In other words the Ruta del 
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Libertador emphasizes a specific person and a wide range of places and events, while the 

Ruta Libertadora emphasizes a wide range of people connected to a very specific place 

and event. However, both “the liberation,” spanning a period of 16 years (including the 

liberation of Perú and Bolivia) and “the liberator,” which is Simón Bolívar, are the 

common themes throughout the routes.  

While the names Ruta del Libertador (Ecuador and Venezuela) and Ruta 

Libertadora (Colombia) appear to have a subtle semantic difference, the development 

and implementation of these routes have very different origins and meanings. This 

chapter will describe the origins of these routes and how they are physically represented 

and interpreted. Much of this description is from field research in Colombia, Ecuador and 

Venezuela between May and August 2010, as well as online research between August 

2009 and March 2011. 

The field research provided a greater understanding of the various contexts that 

define the routes and their settings, including the historical, cultural, political and 

physical contexts. I was able to interview officials working on the Ruta del Libertador in 

the Ecuadorian Ministry of Tourism in Quito in May 2010, and the Venezuelan Ministry 

of Tourism in Caracas in July 2010. In both countries, the technicians working on the 

Ruta del Libertador discussed the origins and progress of the route, and also provided 

useful documentation about the process of developing an international tourism route 

(Ruta 1b 2010; Ruta 1c 2010).   

I also met with tourism officials working on the Ruta Libertadora in the 

Colombian department of Boyocá, located in the city of Tunja, in August 2010. My 

meetings there, however, were scheduled poorly (or perfectly) for formal interviews, as I 

arrived when Tunja was celebrating 451 years since its foundation on August 6, which 

included a visit of the out-going president Álvaro Uribe. The next day the official 2010 
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reenactment of the Ruta Libertadora—which consist of an entourage of hundreds of 

military and police officers riding horses—was arriving at its final destination, the Puente 

de Boyocá. 

In the process of traveling through Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela, I was also 

able to visit many of the sites along both routes, photographing the sites and collecting 

documents along the way. Many of the documents were tourism brochures and maps 

promoting various routes and bicentennial-related sites and celebrations. I also gathered 

local periodicals, including newspapers and magazines, saving all articles related to 

regional tourism, cultural routes, international political relations and Simón Bolívar. In 

many ways, the timing of this research could not have been more opportune since all 

three countries were celebrating the bicentennial; political conflicts escalated between 

Colombia and Venezuela, and Colombia and Ecuador; and the image of Simón Bolívar 

was regularly in the news, if not in response to his recent exhumation, then in the 

background of international dialogues.  All these observations and events greatly 

informed my understanding of the many contexts through which these routes pass.  

 

RUTA DEL LIBERTADOR IN ECUADOR AND VENEZUELA 

On July 24, 2009, Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa in Guayaquil and 

Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez in Caracas simultaneously hosted a ceremony to 

inaugurate the Ruta del Libertador between the two countries (Figure 3.3).17

                                                 
17 This ceremony was after presidents held a meeting on February 3, 2009 in Cumaná, Venezuela; and after 
“fifth Ecuador-Venezuela presidential meeting” on May 23 and 24 (R Carreño 2009). 

 The process 

of establishing the Ruta del Libertador had been a couple of years in the making, as 

discussions about establishing a bi-national tourism agreement date back to April 28, 

2007 when a delegation from both countries signed the "Basic Agreement on Technical 
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Cooperation between the Government of the Republic of Ecuador and the Government of 

the Republic of Venezuela" (Ruta 1b 2010, 2). The countries have agreed to dedicate two 

million dollars to the development of the Ruta del Libertador (Turismo 1c), and each 

have taken on distinct tasks in promoting the route: Venezuela developed an interactive 

website dedicated to the route and Ecuador developed a set of interpretive materials for 

tourists to use while visiting places along the route. 
 
 

 

Figure 3.3  The inauguration of the Ruta del Libertador 
July 24, 2009 in Guayaquil, Ecuador; President Rafael Correa at center. 
(Image source: Ecuadorian Ministry of Tourism)  

 

Upon inauguration, the Ruta del Libertador consisted of only 15 specific sites (8 

in Ecuador, 7 in Venezuela). In Ecuador, the selected sites represent different 
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characteristics of Simón Bolívar’s personality, including Simón Bolívar “the 

revolutionary”, “the passionate”, “the poet”, “the strategist”, “the friend”, “the 

politician”, “the environmentalist” and “the humanist.” The details of these 

“characteristics” will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. The seven sites in 

Venezuela are less clearly related to Simón Bolívar: the sites include a house, church and 

waterfall near the Venezuelan city of Mérida; and another two churches, a museum and a 

fort in the town of Cumaná. The plan for the Ruta del Libertador in Venezuela is 

expected to expand into eleven more states, for a total of thirteen states with sites that 

contribute to the route.  

According to both the Ecuadorian and Venezuelan ministries of tourism, the 

purpose of the Ruta del Libertador is to highlight the similarities in culture, history, 

geography and language these two “sister nations” share. The Ruta del Libertador was 

created as a bi-national commitment that emphasizes "the importance of sustainable 

tourism development as an inclusive activity, allowing the redistribution of wealth, 

involves communities and small and medium enterprises, promoting a more just, 

equitable and inclusive means of effective integration of our peoples"(Ruta 1b 2010, 2). 

The governments of both Ecuador and Venezuela view this route as an important tourist 

attraction that is “directly or indirectly related to historic steps of Simón Bolívar.” The 

governments also view the route as an important tool for promoting cultural heritage 

among their people, and also as a means of helping traditionally marginalized populations 

gain access to tourism resources (Ruta 1b 2010, 2). How those “tourism resources” and 

“attractions” are chosen and distributed is very different between Ecuador and Venezuela. 
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Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador 

Since taking office in 2007, Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa has made the 

topic of national identity development a priority (Presidencia). For example, Correa has 

overseen the creation of several new culture-related ministries, and a new amendment 

was added to the Ecuadorian Constitution in 2010, called the Ley de Cultura (“Law of 

Culture”) (Cultura 1a). Among the new or reorganized ministries are the Ministry of 

Culture, National Institute of Culture, Coordinating Ministry of Heritage18

 

 (both natural 

and cultural), Ministry of Tourism, Ministry of Education and Ministry of Sports, among 

others. Despite all these culture-related ministries, the Ministry of Tourism is developing 

the Ruta del Libertador, with little or no input from these other ministries. Figure 3.4, 

below, shows the official map of the Ruta del Libertador for Ecuador.  

                                                 
18 Another example of the President Correa’s enthusiasm for heritage was the national inventory of cultural 
resources conducted  by the Coordinating Ministry, called the  “Informe Decreto de Emergencia del 
Patrimonio Cultural 2008 – 2009”  
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Figure 3.4  Map of the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador 
(Image source: Ecuadorian Ministry of Tourism)  

 

According to Ecuador’s Ministry of Tourism, the Ruta del Libertador was created 

to “promote and encourage sustainable, historical and cultural tourism between both 

nations; stimulate local economies through employment generation and extend the 

benefits of tourism to populations that have been historically excluded”19

It is unclear whether the intention is to make tourism more accessible to people 

who historically have not been tourists, or make locations more accessible for tourism 

 (Ruta 1b 2010, 

3).  

                                                 
19 Translated by author: “Impulsar y fomentar el turismo sostenible, histórico y cultural entre ambas 
naciones, dinamizando las economías locales a través de la generación de empleos y del acceso al disfrute 
de la actividad turística de la población históricamente excluida.” 
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development. Because tourism has typically been developed as in international import 

industry, one might assume the latter: that the Ruta del Libertador is promoting tourist 

access to locations that have had limited tourism. But since this route also represents a 

specific type of tourism development, which is focused on regional identity and interest, 

the former may be equally important by encouraging locals who have not traditionally 

been tourists to visit places of national interest. Therefore, the Ministry of Tourism in 

Ecuador has designed a series of modular kiosks that might appeal to local tourists (see 

Figure 3.5, below). 

Figure 3.5  Conceptual image of a modular kiosk 
designed for the Ruta del Libertador.  
(Image source: Ecuadorian Ministry of Tourism)  

 

In collaborating with the Venezuelan government—which developed the website 

dedicated to the Ruta del Libertador—the Ecuadorian government developed a series of 

interpretive materials with the intention of making Ruta del Libertador more accessible 
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and more attractive to tourists. These materials included a passport and stamps, posters, 

reading materials that accompany each site and storybooks for children.  
  

Ruta del Libertador in Venezuela  

Since taking office in 1999, Venezuelan President, Hugo Chavez has sought to 

evoke the legacy of Simón Bolívar in countless ways, from renaming the country to the 

“Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela” to calling his political movement the “Bolivarian 

Revolution.” Indeed, the Ruta del Libertador extends this effort to exploit the legacy of 

Simón Bolívar.  

The Venezuelan motivation for developing the Ruta del Libertador is similar to 

that of Ecuador in that it uses this heritage as a form of tourism and economic 

development, however, Venezuela also adds another layer of political rhetoric in 

justifying the route. In an article published in the tourism section of a Venezuelan 

newspaper from Maracaibo, the Ruta del Libertador is introduced as a means of 

improving political ties among countries in the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our 

America (ALBA)20

Upon inauguration, there were only 15 sites officially listed as part of the Ruta del 

Libertador, in only two states, Mérida and Cumaná. Though the official Ruta del 

Libertador website still only reflects the original 15 locations in Venezuela, MINTUR 

 (R Carreño 2009). According to the article, in 2008, 44,000 

Venezuelans visited Ecuador, and 35,000 Ecuadorians visited Venezuela. To promote 

more travel between these countries, the article also mentions that flights between 

Caracas and Quito will be more frequent and that people visiting the Ruta del Libertador 

will receive discounts (R Carreño 2009).  

                                                 
20 ALBA Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América (ALBA – Bolivarian Alliance for the 
Peoples of Our America) was founded in 2001 and has ten member nations, including Antigua and 
Barbuda, Bolivia, Cuba, Dominica, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines and Venezuela. 
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has expanded the route to include several other states, with the goal of connecting them to 

into one contiguous “route” (Ruta 1c 2010) as shown in Figure 3.6, below. 

 

 

Figure 3.6  Map of the Ruta Simón Bolívar in Venezuela 
From a MINTUR presentation showing the proposed path of the Ruta del 
Libertador, which leads to Colombia. (Image source: Venezuelan Ministry 
of Tourism; modified by author)  

 

Tourism seems to be a priority of the Venezuelan government, which is 

emphasized by the fact there are three agencies dedicated to tourism: the Ministry of 

Tourism (MINTUR), the National Institute of Tourism (INATUR) and the Venezuelan 

Tourism Office (VENETUR) (Turismo 2a; Turismo 2b; Turismo 2c)  
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Despite also having a Ministry of Culture and a National Institute of Cultural 

Heritage (Cultura 2a; Cultura 2b), the Ministry of Tourism is the agency in charge of 

investigating, surveying, developing and promoting the Ruta del Libertador (Ruta 1c 

2010). According to a presentation by MINTUR the Ruta del Libertador was inaugurated 

in 2009 to commemorate 200 years since the beginning of the  
 

definitive and transcendental movement of emancipation of the Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela … [and to] … rescue/resuscitate and strengthen the 
collective conscience towards historical events, its protagonists, that 
determined the birth of our country and others in Latin America, which 
reaffirms the people’s rights of freedom and self determination. (Turismo 
2a) 

 

As of July 2010, MINTUR had installed 42 signs: 30 in the state of Mérida and 

the state of Sucre, with plans to install more in the states of Aragua, Bolívar, Nueva 

Esparta and around Caracas. These signs are placed in the principal plazas and near 

already prominent historic monuments. It is unclear, however, whom these signs are 

targeting, as finding information on the Ruta del Libertador while in Mérida was almost 

impossible. In addition to the several Ruta del Libertador signs installed by the national 

government around the City of Mérida,21

                                                 
21 The city of Mérida is nicknamed “Ciudad Libertadora” because this is where Simón Bolívar was 

declared “El Libertador” in 1813. 

 the government of the State of Mérida is also in 

the process of developing the statewide segment of a larger route called the Ruta 

Bicentenaria. Much like the Ruta del Libertador the Ruta Bicentenaria is being 

developed to commemorate the bicentennial of the fight for independence, but on a more 

local level. However, this heritage and tourism project is being directed by the Ministry 

of Culture and the Ministry of Information and Communication (Bicentenario; Cultura 

2a), and being implemented on the local level by Mérida’s own tourism office, called the 
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Merideña Corporation of Tourism (CORMETUR). Figure 3.7, below, shows the types of 

signs installed by the different tourism offices.  

 

 

Figure 3.7  Ruta del Libertador sign in the main plaza of Mérida, Venezuela 
next to a sign promoting a more local heritage. (Photo by author)  

 

Venezuela is also charged with developing and maintaining the website for both 

Ecuador and Venezuela (Appendix A). In part to emphasize the collaborative nature of 

the route, the website states the route represents a “grannacional” vision (Ruta 1c 2010). 

“Grannacional” is a concept that is similar to “international” or “transnational,” but in 

this case it reflects the notion that Ecuador and Venezuela are “nations that share a 
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similar political ideology”22

 

. Therefore the rhetoric behind the Ruta del Libertador takes 

on an air of exclusivity, essentially stating that this route is meant to include nations of 

like-minded governments, regardless of their heritage. In other words, Colombia would 

not likely be invited to share this mission. Colombia, however, did not wait for an 

invitation and instead developed a very similar route of its own.  

RUTA LIBERTADORA IN COLOMBIA 

In 2009, the Colombian government inaugurated the Ruta Libertadora to 

celebrate the same event as the Ruta del Libertador: 200 years since the beginning of the 

struggle for independence. The Ruta Libertadora is one of four heritage routes called 

Rutas Bicentenarias developed by the Colombian Ministry of Culture. The other three 

routes are the Ruta de los Comuneros, the Ruta Mutis and the Ruta de la Gran 

Convención. The Ruta Libertadora, however, was implemented not only as a cultural 

tourism route, but as a cultural heritage route. As discussed in Chapter One, the 

difference between a cultural tourism route and a cultural heritage route is that a cultural 

heritage route tends to be more authentic in that it is “discovered;” whereas a cultural 

tourism route is “created,” sometimes by connecting events that may not be historically 

connected.   

Based on the unlikely campaign that Bolívar led to begin pushing the Spanish out 

of South America in 1819, called “La Campaña Libertadora” de 1819 (López 2006, 126-

130),  the Ruta Libertadora has been a significant part of South American heritage since 

that fateful battle. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the “Campaña Libertadora” was 

“unlikely” because Bolívar marched his army through some of the most rugged terrain in 

                                                 
22  Definition of “grannacional” is from the ALBA website: http://www.alba-tcp.org/contenido/concepto-
grannacional 



 

 74 

the region, including sweltering Amazonian swamps and frigid Andean passes. The 

campaign culminated with a victory at the famous Puente de Boyocá. The bridge, or 

Puente de Boyocá, has been replicated and is preserved as a national landmark. There is 

an eternal flame and a large monument with a sculpture of Bolívar near the bridge as 

well, which are shown in Figure 3.8, below.  

 

        

Figure 3.8  The Puente de Boyocá opposite the monument of Bolívar 
(Photos by author)  

 

The creation of the Ruta Libertadora was the result of collaboration among 

several government agencies, including the president’s office, the Ministry of Culture, the 

Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Tourism, the Ministry of National Defense, the 

Military and the National Police (Cultura 3a). The route is also part of a bicentennial 

cultural-heritage education campaign called “Por los caminos de La ruta libertadora: Una 
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historia con futuro” (“Through the paths of liberation route: A history with a future;” 

translation by author) (Ruta 2c). Because the Ruta Libertadora passes through several 

communities, several of these communities have created their own Ruta Libertadora 

promotional materials including brochures and maps, as shown in Figure 3.9, below.  

  

 

Figure 3.9  Map of the Ruta Libertadora 
(Image source: Gobernación de Boyoca, Ruta 2d)  

 

In a preliminary assessment developed by the ministry of culture called “The First 

Phase of the Cultural Tourism Route Ruta del Libertador” 23

                                                 
23 Translated by author from: “Primera Fase de la Ruta de Turismo Cultural Ruta del Libertador" 

 (Comercio 2 2009), it is not 

only interesting to find the route being called a “cultural tourism route,” but this specific 

route being called “Ruta del Libertador.” This report is a survey of the many features of 

the region being considered for the Ruta Libertadora, including the history, geography, 
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climate and cultural resources, which would be used to inform an elaborate tourism 

package that would enable “tourists” to travel the route with ease.  

However, this information also helped a larger, more official reenactment to take 

place, once in 2009 and similarly in 2010. Between July 20 and August 7, 2010, 150 

horseback riders from the army and 150 from the national police, and dozens of walkers 

followed the route for 19 days from Pore to 24 towns in the “departments” of Arauca, 

Casanare, and Boyocá. The journey also included a reenactment of the battle of Boyocá. 

The report proposes that every municipality along the route create some kind of cultural 

exposition, because, as a television commercial for the Ruta Libertadora explains, “this 

commemoration will convert into a motor of development for these communities” 

(Cultura 3c, 5:26). This advertisement also suggests this will be an opportunity for 

economic development.  

Because of its emphasis on the reenactment of a single event, the Ruta 

Libertadora appears to be more of a cultural heritage route than a cultural tourism route. 

Also, the brochures and press releases related to the Ruta Libertadora mention little about 

the economic benefits of this tourist route, instead focusing on the significance of the 

cultural heritage. However, since much of the project is being led by the Ministry of 

Commerce, Industry and Tourism, economic development and tourism are, in fact, 

significant factors motivating the promotion of this route. 

 

TANGIBLE AND INTANGIBLE HERITAGE 

Reflecting on the definitions of “cultural routes” and “cultural tourism routes” 

discussed in Chapter Two, both the Ruta del Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora can 

both be considered “cultural routes” because, to use ICOMOS language, there are very 

“tangible elements of which the cultural significance comes from exchanges and a multi-
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dimensional dialogue across countries or regions” (A Carreño 2003). In other words, 

many physical monuments remain where events related to the independence are intact 

and preserved for this specific memory.  

However, the Ruta del Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora are can also be 

considered “tourist routes.” Not only are these projects being developed by the ministries 

of tourism, but—at least in Ecuador and Venezuela—economic development is one of the 

specific goals of the projects. This distinction becomes increasingly important when 

exploring the various ways these routes are interpreted and represented. If the motivation 

for promoting cultural heritage is purely financial, then the legacy of Simón Bolívar 

might be misrepresented and, by extension, the country’s heritage may be distorted. Both 

the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela and the Ruta Libertadora in 

Colombia, have websites that appear to convey very different messages about their 

shared heritage. The following chapter uses these two websites to compare these virtual 

interpretations of the legacy of Simón Bolívar. 
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Chapter Four: Findings and Analysis 

The internet has increasingly become the medium of choice for tourism research, 

for both consumers and scholars. The way a place is portrayed through the internet can 

influence decisions, creating perceptions that may or may not be accurate (Choi, Lehto, 

and Morrison 2007, 120). For tourism and historic preservation researchers alike, the 

influence of the internet on perceptions of cultural heritage destinations has become an 

important issue (Choi, Lehto, and Morrison 2007, 120). 

In 2009, when Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela began preparing for their 

bicentennial celebrations in 2010, press releases were being circulated about the new 

cultural heritage routes: the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela, and the Ruta 

Libertadora in Colombia. As newspaper and magazine articles published the websites for 

interested readers to learn more (R Carreño 2009), the websites became the primary 

medium for gathering information about the details of these new historic routes.  

The purpose of this chapter is to continue the discussion about these two routes by 

comparing and analyzing the content in websites dedicated to the Ruta del Libertador and 

the Ruta Libertadora24

                                                 
24 The downloadable file called “programación,” which is a guide to the Ruta Libertadora, is considered as 
part of the website because it is entirely readable and viewable online.  

.  By comparing the different routes as they are presented through 

their websites, any contrasting interpretations might demonstrate how cultural heritage 

can be used to promote a specific political bias or agenda. This analysis will also refine 

the definitions that explain the difference between a “cultural heritage route” and a 

“cultural tourism route,” and also build upon the definitions of “authenticity” and “staged 

authenticity” (MacCannell 1973), which has been a source of debate in the study of 

tourism since the early 1970s, and for cultural heritage preservation for generations.  
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In order to analyze the way the Ruta del Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora are 

portrayed, I will compare the content of the two official websites dedicated to each of the 

routes. The Ruta del Libertador website is hosted by the Ministry of Tourism (MINTUR) 

of the Venezuelan government, which maintains the website for Ecuador as well. The 

Ruta Libertadora is hosted and maintained by the Ministry of Culture of the Colombian 

government. Each website has approximately 50 pages of content that employs a mixture 

of visual and verbal approaches to describe these routes. 

 

WEBSITE ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY  

This analysis will incorporate some of the methodologies recently developed by 

researchers investigating how online tourism promotion influences perceived identity 

(Govers and Go 2004, 74), as practitioners and academics recognize a potentially critical 

conflict of interest between identity and commerce in cultural heritage tourism (Govers 

and Go 2004, 75). “In marketing a destination there seems to be a tension between the 

desire to project imagery that provides an authentic identity of place, but at the same time 

commoditizes it for tourism consumption”(Govers and Go 2004, 75).  

The analysis is separated into four parts: 1. Website Comparison, which    

discusses the websites’ accessibility, usability and intended audience; 2. Sites selected for 

inclusion, which describes the specific sites along both routes as they are portrayed 

through the websites; 3. Determining site values, which uses Christopher Koziol’s 

Preservation Discourse Matrix (Koziol 2008) to compare how the different sites are 

portrayed and to determine rationales used for inclusion of the sites; and 4. Heritage 

Representation, which compares how frequently certain words and images appear in both 

websites. Ultimately, the goal of this systematic analysis is to determine whether there 
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are similarities and/or differences in how the two websites represent the legacy of 

Bolívar. 

These approaches were adapted from content analysis methods developed in Theo 

Van Leeuwen’s Handbook of visual analysis (Van Leeuwen 2004), Robert Grovers and 

Frank M. Go’s article on “Projected Destination Image Online: Website Content Analysis 

of Pictures and Text” (Govers and Go 2004), and Phillip Bell’s chapter on "Content 

Analysis of Visual Images"(Bell 2001). This analysis applies Van Leeuwen’s 

methodology of coding and categorizing elements of visual materials to extract the 

representational meaning in the text and imagery. This is combined with Grover’s and 

Go’s methodology for extracting representational data from websites, especially tourism 

websites that are used to create and promote a sense of identity.  

Overall, the dependent variables (what is being explained) will be perception, 

interpretation, context and connotation; while the independent variables (what does the 

explaining) will be the website, the historical sites along the routes, and the interpretation 

of history (adapted from Bell 2001).   

 

1. Website Comparison   

Accessibility 

The first obvious difference is that the Ruta del Libertador has a dedicated URL, 

“http://rutalibertador.mintur.gob.ve/index.php”, which means that more countries can be 

added to the route. Some of the original proposals suggest that countries in the ALBA 

would be invited to participate. This would likely dilute any credibility that the route is 

adhering to an authentic interpretation of the liberation effort lead by Simón Bolívar. 
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However, this doesn’t seem likely since few governments so adamantly evoke the image 

and memory of Simón Bolívar as Venezuela. 

The Ruta Libertadora website is embedded within the Colombian Ministry of 

Culture website and is presented as one of four Bicentennial Routes (Cultura 3b). This 

makes it difficult, if not impossible, for the casual tourist to stumble across this 

information. In fact, a Colombian weekly magazine, Semana, developed a more user-

friendly website that gives a more accessible synopsis of the meaning and scope of the 

Ruta Libertadora (Ruta 2e).  

 

Usability 

The Ruta del Libertador website for Ecuador and Venezuela is designed in such a 

way that the online “visitor” can experience some of the route. The website is easy to 

navigate because it follows an intuitive, basic web-page format, with a header, left 

navigation, right navigation, center content and footer. The Ruta del Libertador website 

attempts to be a one-stop tourism website, with not only the details about the route, but 

with links to travel agents, hotels, and local providers. However the actual details of the 

route are limited, and the distances between sites, or the amount of time one might need 

to visit the entire route, is never mentioned. Furthermore, information from the Ruta del 

Libertador website is not easy to download or print out to be used as a guide. 

The Ruta Libertadora website for Colombia, however, appears to be designed as a 

resource for information, rather than a virtual experience. The website is difficult to 

navigate, with page links that lead to more page links (see Appendix B). The website has 

a video, a map, a short guide, a long guide and a series of booklets that the virtual 

“visitor” can see. However, considering much of this information can be downloaded and 

printed, the awkwardness of navigating this site suggests the website is less an effort to 
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create a virtual interpretation of the route than a tool for encouraging real-life visits to the 

sites. 

 

Audience 

The target audience of the Ruta del Libertador website includes people of the 

region. Because the website is only published in Spanish, this region would be Latin 

America, but more specifically South America (excluding Brazil, Guyana and Suriname), 

and in particular the countries more directly connected with Simon Bolivar. However, the 

portable booklets that accompany each site in Ecuador target a very international, multi-

ethnic audience, and a wide range of ages. The booklets are written in three languages 

(Spanish, English and Quechua), and there is a children’s version that has a grandfather-

like figure explaining the history, which is accompanied by animated, comic-book-like 

images that interpret what the grandfather-figure is saying to several inquisitive children.    

However, the specific audience of the Ruta Libertadora website, or even this 

route as a whole, is difficult to determine. In very general terms, the Ruta Libertadora 

clearly targets Colombian tourists interested in cultural heritage. The downloadable guide 

details the daily itinerary of the reenactment (which took place in July and August of 

2009 and 2010). However, since the route is also designed as a reenactment—in which 

the “expert” hikers and horseback riders from the army and national police have 

participated in for two years—it excludes the average tourist because of the narrow 

window of time when the reenactment takes place, and also the apparent skill 

requirements. But considering each site along the Ruta Libertadora hosts a series of 

cultural events (including musical performances, dances and theater), the more casual 

tourist can still participate.  
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The Ruta Libertadora also links to a series of booklets that correspond to each 

town along the route. This information appears to be for people who would like to visit 

some or all of the places on their own time (i.e. not participate in the reenactment). A 

series of tourist packages assembled by travel agencies and the ministry of tourism are 

available to facilitate shorter trips along the Ruta Libertadora.  

  

2. Sites selected for inclusion  

In order to get a sense of what types of sites have been included in the Ruta del 

Libertador and Ruta Libertadora, a basic content analysis was performed on their 

respective websites. This analysis was an empirical approach to assess similarities and/or 

differences between the two routes. This analysis also helped determine whether either 

route might be more a “cultural route” or a “tourism route.” 

Comparing Tables 4.1 and 4.2, we can see how different the site typologies are 

between the different routes. Eighty-one percent of the sites in the Ruta Libertadora were 

places where Bolívar had been, compared to only 45 percent in the Ruta del Libertador. 

Only 27 percent of the sites on the Ruta del Libertador were directly related to the 

liberation effort, whereas 73 percent of the Ruta Libertadora sites were directly 

connected to the liberation. This finding is reinforced by the fact than only one of the 

sites of the Ruta del Libertador was where a battle took place, whereas 46 percent of the 

sites along the Ruta Libertadora were battle sites.  
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Table 4.1 Content Analysis Results for the Ruta del Libertador  

(Ecuador/Venezuela) 
45% mention Bolívar had been there. (10 - Yes, 12 – No) 

4% are where a battle took place. (1 - Yes, 21 - No) 

27% are related to the Liberation. (6 - Yes, 16- No) 

32 % were “Discovered” and 68% were “Created.” (7 - D,15 - C) 

 

Table 4.2 Content Analysis Results for the Ruta Libertadora  

(Colombia) 
81 % mention Bolívar had been there. (21 - Yes, 5 - No) 

46 % are where a battle took place. (12 - Yes, 14 - No) 

73 % are related to the Liberation. (19 -Yes,  7 - No) 

81 % were “Discovered” and 19% were “Created.” (21 - D, 5 - C) 

 

The bottom row in Tables 4.1 and 4.2 refers back to the discussion in Chapter 

One about the difference between a “cultural heritage route” and a “cultural tourism 

route:” a “cultural heritage route” is something that is discovered, while a “cultural 

tourism route” is something that is created. Therefore I categorized each site along both 

routes as either “discovered” or “created,” based on whether they were either historically 

connected, or connected for the purposes of tourism. For example, the Ruta del 

Libertador site in Venezuela called the “Cáscada de la India Carú” is described as a 

waterfall that was significant to indigenous leaders before the Spanish arrived. Though 

this site is indeed a form of significant cultural heritage, its inclusion in the Ruta del 

Libertador is more of a “creation,” as opposed to the site a few kilometers away, in 

Bailadores, where Bolivar inspired many of the men to become volunteers in the 

liberation army.  
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Based on this analysis, only 32 percent of the Ruta del Libertador was 

“discovered” to be part of the liberation, compared to 81 percent of the sites included in 

the Ruta Libertadora(see Tables 4.1 and 4.2, above). This analysis alone could lead to the 

conclusion that the Ruta del Libertador is a creation of many historically unrelated sites 

and therefore a “cultural tourism route,” and the Ruta Libertadora connects a series of 

sites that were discovered to be historically related, making it a “cultural heritage route. 

 

3. Determining site values 

To better understand the nature of these two routes, this analysis will employ an 

adaptation of a Preservation Discourse Matrix (PDM) developed by Christopher Koziol 

to improve the definitions of preservation and planning (Koziol 2008).  Though the PDM 

was designed more specifically in the context of historic structures in the United States, 

the values that the matrix proposes can be applied in a much broader, international 

context, to include cultural heritage tourism.  

As shown in Figure 4.1, Koziol juxtaposes the intrinsic value and associational 

value of heritage, and then bisects those values by their relationship to the market, which 

is defined as either “market indifferent” or “market oriented” (Koziol 2008, 43). These 

values are either “associational” based on the value people place on a given heritage, or 

“intrinsic” because a specific artifact—by being a form of heritage (which can be 

considered a type of “inheritance”)—is important for certain reasons. These reasons, or 

values, are divided into different quadrants within the matrix, defined as “populist”, 

“entrepreneurialist”, “essentialist”, and “privatist” (Koziol 2008, 42). The “populist” is 

more identity oriented, the “entrepreneurialist” is more symbolically oriented towards 

preservation and its indirect benefits, the “essentialist” is more objective and curatorial, 
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and the “privatist” is more oriented towards the market or economic value of the cultural 

resource.  

 

 

Figure 4.1 Preservation Discourse Matrix 
The Preservation Discourse Matrix was developed by Christopher Koziol.  
Source: “Historic Preservation Ideology: A Critical Mapping of the 
Contemporary Heritage Policy Discourse.” Preservation Education and 
Research. National Council for Preservation Education. Volume 1: 41-50. 
2008. 

 

 

The PDM is especially useful because the values can be separated into different 

categories that may help better understand why a given heritage is represented in a certain 

way. It is an important exercise because heritage can be promoted or produced for many 

different reasons. Since tourism has become one of the largest industries in the world 
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(Baud and Ypeij 2009; Mowforth and Munt 1998), cultural heritage tourism is an 

increasingly significant part of that industry (UNWTO 2011a). As a result, the “intrinsic” 

and “associational” values of cultural heritage become challenged by their economic or 

market value (Koziol 2008, 43).  In other words, all types of heritage are not created, or 

discovered, for the same reasons, and the PDM helps identify those different reasons.  

In the cases of the Ruta del Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora, there are several 

examples in each that demonstrate both intrinsic and associational values. At a glance, 

both routes seem very similar: both have about two dozen sites that commemorate the 

liberation from Spain. However, by applying the PDM to each site, and aggregating the 

results for each route, there is a marked difference between the two routes’ values. 

The PDM was applied to both routes by giving each location along the route a 

value. The value was given by judging the relationship between the market orientation 

and the intrinsic or associational value. Only the information presented in each of the 

routes’ websites was used in making this value judgment. For example, the Ruta del 

Libertador in Venezuela lists a site called “La Victoria” in the state of Mérida, which is 

described as a picturesque place known for its coffee production. However, this site has 

no apparent connection to either the life of Simón Bolívar or the history of the liberation. 

Therefore, this site is assigned  “privatist” value because there are no apparent “populist” 

or “essentialist” heritage values here; and without knowing the real reasons why this 

location was chosen, there are no explicit “entrepreneurialist” values, though it can be 

difficult to separate “entrepreneurialist” values from “privatist” values (Koziol 2008, 46).  

On the other hand, the site in Ibarra, Ecuador included in the Ruta del Libertador 

is said to be the only place where Bolívar directly participated in a battle on Ecuadorian 

soil. The website description also details several unrelated cultural and natural sites 

tourists may also visit. The Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador ascribes popular “themes” to 
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each site. In the case of Ibarra, this place represents “Bolívar, The Revolutionary,” 

which—by highlighting that the battle for independence was fought in Ecuador—appeals 

to very “populist” values; and by interpreting it near or at the location of the battle, also 

appeals to the “essentialist” values. Therefore, this site was considered both a “populist” 

and “essentialist” site. This type of qualitative judgment was applied to each of the sites 

on both of the routes; 22 sites in the Ruta del Libertador and 26 sites in the Ruta 

Libertadora (Figures 4.2 and 4.3, below).  

The results shown in Figures 4.2 and 4.3 were obtained by dividing the sum of 

each orientation value (for example the sum of all the “populist” sites) by the total 

number of sites along the route, which shows what percentage of the sites share that 

orientation value. For example, as Figure 4.2 shows, 71 percent of the Ruta del 

Libertador sites in Ecuador and Venezuela are “populist” oriented, 50 percent of the sites 

are “entrepreneurialist” oriented, 9 percent of the sites are “essentialist” oriented and 31 

percent of the sites are “privatist” oriented. This gives the Ruta del Libertador a more 

“populist” and “entrepreneurialist” orientation, which suggests that sites along the route 

are more concerned with identity and general profit, than authenticity or individual gain. 

On the other hand, as Figure 4.3 demonstrates, the sites along the Ruta Libertadora in 

Colombia are 80 percent “populist” oriented, 15 percent “entrepreneurialist” oriented, 46 

percent “essentialist” oriented and 8 percent “privatist” oriented. This suggests that sites 

in Colombia are more likely to be included for their contribution to national identity and 

to preserve the authenticity of the heritage, than for reasons of financial gain. 
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Figure 4.2 PDM Results for the Ruta del Libertador  
The results, above, show many of the sites fall under the “populist” 
category, and half have “entrepreneurialist” orientations. Less of the sites 
are “privatist” and very few are “essentialist” oriented.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Figure 4.3 PDM Results for the Ruta Libertadora 
The results also show a high “populist” tendency, while, in contrast to the 
Ruta del Libertador, almost half of the sites tend to be more “essentialist” 
oriented. The low “entrepreneurialist” and “privatist” results also contrast 
the Ruta del Libertador (The results in their entirety can be found in 
Appendix D). 

 

 In other words, the Ruta del Libertador has a much stronger “entrepreneurialist” 

orientation than the Ruta Libertadora, seeking “to realize a gain not from direct property 

ownership but from using peoples’ associations to heritage for economic gain” (Koziol 

Ruta del Libertador 
(22 Sites in Ecuador and Venezuela) 

 
72% Populist 
(16 - Po) 

 
50% Entrepreneurialist 
(11- En)  
 

 
9% Essentialist 
(2 - Es) 
 

 
31% Privatist 
(7 – Pr) 

Ruta Libertadora 
(26 Sites in Colombia) 

 
80% Populist 
(21 - Po) 
 

 
15% Entrepreneurialist 
(4 - En)  
 

 
46% Essentialist 
(12 - Es) 

 
8% Privatist 
(2 - Pr) 
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2008, 46). Instead, the Colombian website reflects a much stronger “essentialist” 

orientation, which suggests a view of heritage as “autonomous from the production and 

reproduction of identity, power and society” (Koziol 2008, 44). In other words, the Ruta 

Libertadora appears to be more concerned with authentic interpretation than economic 

development potential of heritage. 

These “orientations” are not conclusive, but merely suggestive of the different 

approaches in creating cultural routes, which also may be explained by the fact one is 

administered by ministries of tourism, and the other is administered by a ministry of 

culture. However, this discrepancy is also very openly communicated, as one of the 

principal goals of the Ruta del Libertador between Ecuador and Venezuela is clearly 

economic development, while this appears to be a secondary goal of the Ruta Libertadora 

in Colombia.   

Using website content to draw conclusions about places with varying histories 

and complex meanings is severely limiting. However, as a basic coding system and a 

matrix to organize reoccurring themes, the representation of the two routes using the 

Preservation Discourse Matrix reaffirms the differences between cultural tourism routes 

and cultural heritage routes. The Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela, being 

more “populist” and “entrepreneurialist,” better fits the definition of a cultural tourism 

route because many of the sites along the route are “created” to form a linear route. The 

Ruta Libertadora in Colombia, being more “populist” and “essentialist,” better fits the 

definition of a cultural heritage route, because many of the sites were “discovered” in 

their linear form. In other words, the Ruta Libertadora follows the sequence of a path that 

is closer to the location and manner that Bolívar and his troops traveled than the Ruta del 

Libertador.  
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4.  Heritage Representation  

Text Frequency Analysis 

The prevalence of websites as primary sources of information has created a body 

of research that focuses on website content (Choi, Lehto, and Morrison 2007). Much of 

this research involves large samples and many variables, often requiring robust data and 

text mining software to aid in the statistical comparison of numerous websites. However, 

in this case attempts to use website “mining” programs were insufficient because much of 

the text in these websites is flattened into images. In other words, computer software 

cannot read the text. A possible way of overcoming this would be to convert the images 

into portable document files (PDF) and run Optical Character Recognition (OCR) to 

make the text recognizable, and then count the number of times a given word appears. 

Because of these limitations, the Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora websites were 

manually searched for five words, which—if interpreting history only through these 

websites—are the names of the most prominent historical figures of the liberation: 

“Bolívar”, “Libertador”, “Santander”, “Sucre” and “Sáenz.” These names were chosen 

based on their prevalence in the materials I gathered during my field research, and my 

understanding of the key roles of these individuals during the time period celebrated by 

the bicentennial.  

Table 4.3, below, juxtaposes the results of this search, showing that “Bolívar” and 

“Libertador” are used with comparable frequency. The other names, perhaps, reveal a 

nationalistic bias that both routes portray. “Sucre” is mentioned four times in the 

Venezuelan/Ecuadorian site because José Antonio de Sucre, who was born in Venezuela, 

was Bolívar’s favorite lieutenant, and favored as Bolívar’s successor, but was 

assassinated in Colombia as he rode his horse back to Ecuador. “Sáenz” refers to 

Manuela Sáenz, from Ecuador, who became Bolívar’s lover and companion, and a figure 
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of significant influence by her own right. The fact that they are both mentioned in the 

Ruta del Libertador website reinforces not only their significance in history, but also the 

ties between Ecuador and Venezuela.  

“Santander,” however, refers to Francisco de Paula Santander from Colombia, 

who was Bolívar’s second vice-president and an important ally in the fight against the 

Spanish. Santander was also the first president of Colombia after Gran Colombia 

separated into three countries (Colombia, Ecuador and Venezuela), and historians dispute 

whether or not Santander aided in both the assassination of Sucre, and one of several 

failed assassination attempts on Bolívar. The fact that the Colombian Ruta Libertadora 

mentions Santander seven times and the Ruta del Libertador does not refer to Santander 

at all, also speaks to a nationalistic identity that is exclusive of Ecuador and Venezuela. 

 

Table 4.3 Text Frequency Results  

Searched terms 
Ruta del Libertador 

(Ecuador/Venezuela) 
Ruta Libertadora 

(Colombia) 
“Bolívar” 25 22 
“Bolívar” as a place or thing* 2 5 
“Libertador” 20 15 
"Santander" 0 7 
"Sucre" 8 0 
"Sáenz" 4 0 

*(eg. Plaza Bolívar, Departamento Bolívar, Colegio Bolívar) 

 

Perhaps equally important as the words used on websites, are the words websites 

do not mention. The fact the Ruta del Libertador website never mentions the word 

“Colombia,” and the Ruta Libertadora website never mentions neither “Ecuador” nor 

“Venezuela” reveals perhaps a more compelling bias between the routes, which might 

have more to do with current political narratives than historical ones.  
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This fact reinforces the suggestion derived from the Preservation Discourse 

Matrix that a vast majority of the sites along both routes are highly “populist,” i.e. more 

oriented towards promoting national identity.  The tendency for a government to focus on 

national heroes in order to foment national identity seems natural, especially during 

bicentennial celebrations. However, it also seems natural to raise questions when the 

same history and anniversary are being celebrated simultaneously by neighboring 

countries, and there is no apparent effort to reveal, much less share, that connection. After 

all, historians have shown that Bolívar’s intention was the liberation the whole region so 

it might be unified. But historians have also shown how short-lived that unity was. In 

fact, it could be argued that disunity is just as much a part of the heritage of these three 

countries as the liberation.  

 

Image Analysis 

The promotional materials for both routes are full of images of places, 

monuments and sites that can be seen along the routes. These images can be analyzed for 

their denotative meaning, “what is being depicted,” and connotative meaning, “what 

ideas and values are being expressed through this representation” (Van Leeuwen 2001, 

94). This type of interpretation can be accomplished through an empirical analysis of 

image “connotators” (Van Leeuwen 2001, 100) to determine an implicit or explicit 

meaning.  

In order to view all the images in each website, each webpage was captured as an 

image by using the screenshot tool. There were 60 different web pages in the Ruta del 

Libertador website, with images representing a wide variety of places and settings in 

Ecuador and Venezuela. The Ruta Libertadora had 48 web pages with images 

representing the places along the route in Colombia. With the ability to easily navigate all 
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the web pages, the images within the web pages were categorized based on the frequency 

in which they appeared. For example the Ruta del Libertadora web page dedicated to 

Ibarra, Ecuador, shows one image of a group of indigenous women dancing, and two 

images that show views of the surrounding landscape. These were then categorized as 

“people, of indigenous origin” and “landscapes, with bodies of water” and “landscapes, 

with mountains.” A copy of this web page can be found on the third page of Appendix A. 

Another example in the Ruta Libertadora web page is the cover page of the itinerary of 

the reenactment program. This page shows an image of a child, a landscape, a church and 

a map, which were categorized accordingly. This particular web page is the third page of 

Appendix B.  

This image analysis did not include the logo with Bolivar's image and the image 

of a map on the header of every web page of the Ruta del Libertador website. This 

analysis also did not include the gallery of images in the Ruta Libertadora website, which 

has many pictures documenting the reenactment, with many images of people, 

performers and soldiers. And though some images appeared more than once, they were 

not double counted. The tables below list the most frequent images as they appeared in 

the Ruta del Libertador (4.4) and Ruta Libertadora (4.5) websites. Table 4.6 lists the 

same information side-by-side for comparison.  
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Table 4.4 Frequency of Images in the Ruta del Libertador website  

Image Type 
Ruta del Libertador 

(Ecuador/Venezuela) 
Churches/Temples/Convents 11 
Statues, Sculptures or Monuments 10 
Landscapes - bodies of water 10 
Landscapes - mountains 10 
Cityscapes 7 
Houses 7 
Sculptures of Bolivar 4 
Maps  3 
Landscapes - other 2 
People - Indigenous origin  2 
Image of Bolívar  1 
People - non-specific  1 
Flag  0 
Video  0 

 

 

Table 4.5 Frequency of Images in the Ruta Libertadora website 

Image Type 
Ruta Libertadora 

(Colombia) 
Churches/Temples/Convents 27 
Cityscapes 11 
Houses 9 
Statues, Sculptures or Monuments 7 
Landscapes - bodies of water 6 
Landscapes - mountains 5 
Landscapes - other 5 
Maps  4 
Sculptures of Bolivar 3 
People - non-specific 3 
Flag  3 
People - Indigenous origin 1 
Video  1 
Image of Bolívar  0 
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Table 4.6 Frequency of images in both websites 

Image Type 
Ruta del Libertador 

(Ecuador/Venezuela) 
Ruta Libertadora 

(Colombia)  
Image of Bolívar  1 0 
Sculptures of Bolivar 4 3 
Churches/Temples/Convents 11 27 
Cityscapes 7 11 
Statues, Sculptures or Monuments 10 7 
Flag  0 3 
Houses 7 9 
Landscapes - bodies of water 10 6 
Landscapes - mountains 10 5 
Landscapes - other 2 5 
Maps  3 4 
People - Indigenous origin 2 1 
People - non-specific  1 3 
Video  0 1 

 

One unexpected result of this analysis was the scarcity of images of Simón 

Bolívar. Considering the common theme and most frequently mentioned name in both 

websites is Simón Bolívar, it is surprising that neither website seems to exploit that 

connection. In fact, if summed together into one category, “landscapes” would be the 

most prominent image in the Ruta del Libertador and the second most prominent image 

of the Ruta Libertadora.  

Another significant finding was the frequency of church façades among the many 

web pages. This frequent use of church façades to represent the places where Simón 

Bolívar led the independence fight against Spain provides an interesting, and ironic, 

distinction between the denotation and connotation of the images. For example, in many 

Latin American cities the image of the church is the iconic symbol of the community and 

one with which many people identify. Therefore the church façade is a natural identifier 

for many of the places highlighted on both the routes, which is the apparent denotation. 

However, many of the churches were either built by the Spanish, or rebuilt at the site of 
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original Spanish churches using Spanish architectural styles and techniques. This is 

somewhat ironic since the websites are promoting the effort to gain independence from 

Spain. The same might also be said about the frequency of “cityscape” images, which are 

all historic colonial centers. However, this criticism might just as easily be dismissed 

since churches and cityscapes continue to define communities’ identities today.  

 

AN “ENTREPRENEURIALIST” AND AN “ESSENTIALIST” ROUTE 

When compared side by side, the websites dedicated to the Ruta del Libertador 

and the Ruta Libertadora appear to be very different; their formats are very different and 

the way one moves through the website is also different. However, there are many 

unexpected similarities in their content, in both text and imagery. Religious symbols and 

natural landscapes are some of the most frequently displayed images in both websites. 

Church facades and mountain views define the virtual experience for the online visitor. 

The websites also share a very similar emphasis on using the words “Bolívar” and 

“Libertador” throughout the websites. Another similarity, as shown through the use of the 

Preservation Discourse Matrix, is that most of the sites along both the routes emphasize a 

“populist” orientation, which reinforces the idea that all three countries value their 

cultural heritage as part of their national identity.  

There are also some very distinct differences in their content. The Preservation 

Discourse Matrix showed a very different secondary orientation, which for the Ruta del 

Libertador was an “entrepreneurialist” orientation, meaning some of the sites were 

included on the route for reasons other than authentic interpretation, such as economic 

benefits. The Ruta Libertadora tended to have more an “essentialist” orientation by 

adhering to the historically significant places that were relevant to the route. This analysis 
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demonstrates the differences not only in the content of the websites, but perhaps also the 

different approaches found between a cultural route that is created by a ministry of 

tourism, as is the case of the Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela; and a 

cultural route that is created by a ministry of culture, which is the case for the Ruta 

Libertadora in Colombia.  



 

 99 

Chapter Five: Discussion 

One of the fundamental challenges in the study of topics related to Latin America 

is to define “Latin America” as both a concept and a place. The term Latin America is 

often defined by either geography or language; however those definitions tend to be very 

limited if not inaccurate. After all, a geographic definition of “Latin America” has the 

US/Mexico border as the northernmost extent of “Latin America,” when the reality is that 

Latin America extends well beyond such borders. The linguistic definition of Latin 

America has Spanish and Portuguese speaking countries grouped together, but also 

include Haiti, which is a French-speaking country. If that’s the case, then would that 

definition not include Quebec and French Guyana?  

Perhaps the definition of Latin America is more broadly defined by history and 

culture than geography and language. Many countries that are understood to be part of 

Latin America share a parallel, if not a common history. This history, which continues to 

define the people and places of Latin America, is their cultural heritage. As nations and 

cultures seek to claim this heritage—which we have defined as a form of “inheritance”—

they rely on the resources available to connect them to that heritage; this is often in the 

form of a text book or a museum. However, as expressions of heritage have evolved so 

have the resources that connect people to heritage. For example, tourism and the 

internet—both inclusive and exclusive of each other—have become some of the most 

accessible resources for connecting people to heritage today. 

Cultural heritage tourism and the access to information through the internet have 

surged in recent decades. In response, the field of cultural heritage preservation has 

expanded its definitions of cultural heritage to include “cultural routes.” Like any “new” 

concept, the definition of a “cultural route” has been challenged and refined, attempting 
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to make a distinction between cultural routes that connects places that are “discovered” as 

culturally significant, versus routes that connect places that are “created” to make 

something significant. In other words, there is a difference between cultural routes that 

preserve a cultural heritage and cultural routes that produce a cultural heritage. The two 

cultural routes discussed in this paper represent the schism in this definition.  

The Ruta del Libertador in Ecuador and Venezuela, and the Ruta Libertadora in 

Colombia are two cultural routes based on a very similar heritage that is represented in 

two similar, but very distinct, approaches. Considering their names, Ruta del Libertador 

and Ruta Libertador, the heritage they are focusing on is clear: the liberation movement 

led by Simón Bolívar, who is also known as “El Libertador.” However, when one 

explores the purpose of these two routes, even the meaning behind their names becomes 

slightly nuanced. The phrase Ruta del Libertador literally translates as “Route of the 

Liberator;” thus explicitly focusing on a specific individual, Simón Bolívar, while 

implicitly including a broad assortment of places  associated with Simón Bolívar and his 

life. The phrase Ruta Libertadora, however, can be very specifically understood as either 

the “Liberator Route” or the “Liberation Route.” It can be argued that “Liberation Route” 

can include many people or places associated with the “Liberation,” but in the case of the 

Ruta Libertadora in Colombia, the focus is a specific moment in time—the moment 

when Simón Bolívar and his troops forced the Spanish to retreat, which eventually led to 

the independence, or liberation, of South America.  

The difference between the two routes becomes even more nuanced when one 

learns that the Ruta del Libertador is a project promoted by the Ministries of Tourism in 

Ecuador and Venezuela, whereas the Ruta Libertadora is promoted by the Ministry of 

Culture in Colombia. Both routes have websites that are easily accessible, which allow 

people to learn more about this heritage and/or explore the possibility of traveling these 
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routes. These websites not only provide information about the specific routes, but also 

communicate how significant this cultural heritage is in representing the national identity 

of their respective countries. This portrayal of cultural heritage can be used to form an 

impression of regional identity, as well, because both routes represent a defining moment 

in Latin American history: the Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora represent the 

critical moment when the “Latin” origins of a colony gave way to the new “American” 

independent identity.  

There are few forms of cultural heritage, and even few “routes,” that embody this 

fusion of “Latin” and “American” cultures. As mentioned in Chapter Two, the Camino 

Real in Mexico was inscribed to the World Heritage List in 2010. While clearly a 

significant cultural heritage route of “outstanding and universal,” the Camino Real 

represents the influence of the Spanish in the Americas. And while Spanish culture is 

undeniably part of “Latin American” identity, this route represents little of the 

“American” influence, other than the resource-rich land and expendable people.  

The Qhapaq Ñan (Inca Road) also represents a type of “Latin” and “American” 

history which will soon be nominated to the World Heritage List as an international 

cultural heritage route. In contrast to the Camino Real, however, the Qhapaq Ñan 

represents more of the “American” identity of “Latin America” because of its focus on 

pre-Colombian indigenous cultures. However, the collective cultural route of Ruta del 

Libertador and Ruta Libertadora can be seen as somewhere in between the Camino Real 

and the Qhapaq Ñan: the Spanish origins of Bolívar and his contemporaries represent the 

“Latin” heritage, while their struggle for independence represents a heritage that is 

uniquely “American.”  

Furthermore, the promotion of the Ruta del Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora 

represents a significant shift in the type of tourist that these countries are trying to attract. 
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The emphasis on national heritage targets national tourists more so than international 

tourist. The types of destinations along these routes are different from the traditional 

tourist destinations defined by sun, sea and sand (and sex), which have typically attracted 

foreign investments and tourists (Mowforth and Munt 1998, 100, 136). The Ruta del 

Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora also offer a new dimension to the study of cultural 

heritage tourism in developing countries because the tourist targeted by these routes is 

not an international visitor, but a more local tourist. This could be seen as an indirect 

response to the more traditional forms of international tourism that reinforce the 

hierarchies of dominance based on international economics. In other words, these routes 

are not necessarily appealing to the traditionally wealthy European or North American 

tourist, but the increasingly prosperous and financially stable South American tourist.  

As cultural heritage tourism destinations that target more national tourists emerge, 

the importance of their authenticity becomes increasingly important. This study shows 

how the representation of heritage, especially through websites, can not only impact the 

way that heritage is perceived, but the way that heritage forms and conforms to national 

identity. This study also demonstrates the different ways cultural heritage can be 

demonstrated. While the primary purpose of both routes appears to be the promotion of 

national identity, these countries appear to have different motivations for doing so. The 

Ruta del Libertador between Ecuador and Venezuela connects many places that do not 

share any historical association because the route was created to promote economic 

development. The focus of Ruta Libertadora, however, is on re-creating and preserving a 

specific heritage. This study does not seek to argue which is more correct, as they are 

both valid approaches; rather, this study demonstrates the difference between these two 

routes in terms of representation and authenticity.  
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This is an important discussion because cultural heritage routes and cultural 

heritage tourism are concepts that are used to promote national identity, economic 

development, or both. As both cultural heritage and tourism routes, the Ruta del 

Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora together represent a cultural heritage that is a 

significant and symbolic form of “world heritage.” As the liberator of five nations, the 

legacy of Simón Bolívar transcends international boundaries and defines the unique 

character and history of much of Latin America. This level of significance, perhaps 

“outstanding and universal,” requires the administrators and promoters of the Ruta del 

Libertador and the Ruta Libertadora to look beyond the goals and ideals of individual 

nations, and embrace international preservation standards. Otherwise there is a risk the 

contested narratives between the Ruta del Libertador and Ruta Libertadora may be 

politicized and discredited as illegitimate and unauthentic. This would not only hurt the 

attempt to honor the legacy of Simón Bolívar, but diminish and polarize efforts to create 

any form of ‘unity’ among countries in the region, which was Bolívar’s ultimate vision. 



 

 104 

Appendix A 

Selected pages from the Ruta del Libertador website (Ruta 1a) 
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Appendix B 

Selected pages from the Ruta Libertadora website (Ruta 2a) 
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Appendix C 

Ruta Libertadora webpage with official map (Ruta 2a) 
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Appendix D  

Content Analysis Data from the Ruta del Libertador  and Ruta Libertadora websites 
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